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My dissertation explores how social media exposure affects political knowledge among 
the American public. Political knowledge is central to any understanding of citizen competence, 
yet key questions remain about how to best increase citizens’ information levels. My dissertation 
project assesses to what extent the dramatic rise in social media use has influenced how people 
receive, evaluate, and respond to information about politics. Previous research contends that 
although information about politics is increasingly accessible and available, the overall levels 
and social distribution of political knowledge within the American public has remained stable. 
However, the conception of political knowledge used most frequently in political science focuses 
on knowledge about the operation of government and key political players, which is only one of 
several types of political knowledge that citizens might possess.  
My research begins with the premise that certain media types may be better or worse at 
facilitating learning of different types of knowledge, of which the familiar political science 
variety is only one. I introduce a knowledge typology that focuses on both knowledge content 
and type. In terms of knowledge content, most political behavior studies rely on a civics measure 
of knowledge (i.e. individuals’ understandings about what the government is). In addition to 
civics knowledge, this project also measures and tests current events knowledge (i.e. individuals’ 
understandings about what the government does). Even more importantly, the knowledge 
typology introduces subjective political knowledge as a distinct type of knowledge that 
individuals possess. Subjective political knowledge encompasses people’s perceptions about 
what they think they know about politics and their knowledge certainty. Assessing the 
relationship between objective and subjective political knowledge demonstrates that, although 
related, these knowledge types are not identical to one another. In an increasingly fragmented 
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and polarized information environment, where people rely on sources like social media for 
political information, the assumed relationships between media exposure and political 
knowledge may no longer hold. Using survey and experimental data, I demonstrate that exposure 
to political information via social media platforms like Facebook can increase specific types of 
knowledge like subjective political knowledge, while having less of an impact on objective 
political knowledge. Ultimately this project introduces new types of knowledge and 
demonstrates how the rise of social media has important effects on people’s apparent levels of 
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Just ten years ago, the social media platform Facebook began as an online social network 
where university students could connect with peers at their respective universities. In the 
intervening years, over two billion people worldwide have become active users on this website. 
Approximately, 14% of total time spent online by Internet users is spent on Facebook (Adler 
2016) with a little over one-third of American adults checking their Facebook accounts multiple 
times per day (Knight Foundation 2018). Although Facebook began as a way for young people to 
connect with each other online and subsequently developed as a place for online networks to 
flourish for people of all demographic backgrounds, Facebook has also become a place where 
people encounter and share political information and news. Approximately two-thirds of 
American adults rely on social media for news, which marks a 5% increase from just 2016 to 
2017 (Pew Research Center 2017). Additionally, the growth in using social media for news has 
been driven primarily by older, less educated, and non-white Americans (Pew Research Center 
2017). The growth of social media platforms like Facebook in the past ten years has significantly 
changed how people connect with each other and gather information about the world. Although 
Facebook was not created with politics or news in mind, these have become important 
components of the Facebook experience. However, the influence of social media exposure 
regarding political knowledge among the American public remains up for debate.   
 
Motivation 
In the current media environment, individuals can easily find political information and 
news from a variety of sources, whether they are intentionally seeking out this information or are 




practices in how information is disseminated and received by the public. While television is still 
the primary way people report most often getting the news, online sources are steadily gaining 
importance (Knight Foundation 2018). For instance, in 2016, 57% of U.S. adults said they often 
use television to get news while 38% said they often use the Internet to get news (Pew Research 
Center 2017). But, only one year later in August 2017, 50% of Americans reported often getting 
news from television while 43% said they often get news online (Pew Research Center 2017). 
Thus, in just one year this 19-point gap shrunk to a 7-point gap. In 2018 this gap may prove to be 
even smaller.  
These technological advances lower the barriers for accessing political information in the 
United States. With more sources and devices that people can rely upon, becoming a more 
informed citizen should be easier than in previous media systems. Yet almost 60% of Americans 
say it is actually harder rather than easier to be a well-informed citizen today because of the 
multitude of available information and news sources (Knight Foundation 2018). In my 
dissertation, I assess how changes to the media environment, specifically the reliance on social 
media platforms for news, influence political knowledge among the American public. As will 
become clear, the dramatic rise in the use of social media has significantly influenced how 
people receive, evaluate, and respond to information about politics. 
 
Understanding Political Knowledge and Media Exposure 
As political scientists have sought to analyze individual-level political behavior, a great 
deal of scholarly attention has been placed on understanding how the American public’s limited 
command of political knowledge affects the tasks of democratic citizenship. Yet, assessing what 
the public knows about politics has been complicated for several reasons. First, there is a lack of 




politics (Lupia 2016). Second, to assess knowledge we must be able to operationalize and 
measure knowledge, yet what constitutes political knowledge is not necessarily agreed upon 
(Delli Carpini and Keeter 1996). Third, prior research demonstrates that people often use 
heuristics in place of full comprehension, but debate exists regarding whether or not these 
heuristics work as reasonable cognitive shortcuts (Lau and Redlawsk 2001; Lupia 2016). 
Additionally, many of the key arguments about political knowledge were developed in 
the 1980s and 1990s, and scholarly understandings for how people gain and use knowledge were 
bound up in characteristics of the media system that was in use at that time. Acquiring 
knowledge in a media system where people primarily relied on television news and newspapers 
to access political information meant that people who tuned into news were generally better 
informed than those who opted out of the news. In fact, some scholars argued that measures of 
media exposure were largely synonymous with measures of political knowledge (Price and 
Zaller 1993). Yet in today’s media environment we can no longer expect that people who access 
news will receive largely the same political information. Increased options for news results in a 
fragmented media system comprising of niche rather than general information options. In this 
type of information environment, different types of information content will be disseminated, 
rather than most news sources generally covering the same political topics.    
In addition, there are new sources for accessing political information, like social media 
platforms, that were not intentionally designed to be news sources. Platforms like Facebook were 
designed to connect people and serve as online social networks for people to stay in touch with 
one another, share moments and photos from their lives, etc. While this is still a major reason 
why people use social networking websites, they have also become a source for people to receive 




Facebook for News 
 While there are multiple social media platforms where people can potentially access 
political information and news, my dissertation project focuses specifically on Facebook. 
Facebook is the most widely used social media platform with over 2 billion users worldwide 
(Pew Research Center 2017). Additionally, Facebook is frequently used by people in all age 
groups, rather than just younger individuals (Pew Research Center 2017). Social media platforms 
are similar in many ways but differ in terms of their structural features, audience reach, and 
modes of interaction. The potential influence of social media use on political knowledge may not 
be the same across different social media platforms. 1 The theoretical motivation and empirical 
results presented in the dissertation focus specifically on how people’s use of Facebook for news 
influences their political knowledge.  
 Existing research demonstrates that higher levels of exposure to political information 
from media sources will relate to higher levels of political knowledge among the public (Price 
and Zaller 1993). The assumption is that the purpose of media platforms like news organizations 
is to provide relevant political information and news to the public. If individuals pay attention to 
the news, they will acquire some level of political knowledge. However, social media platforms, 
have been hesitant to take on the role of news distributors. For example, Facebook as a company 
has long been reluctant to call itself a media company or news organization even though they 
have become a “news powerhouse” (Maheshwari and Ember 2018). Facebook’s dilemma 
regarding their role as an often-reluctant news distributor partially highlights changes to the 
media landscape since the time when broadcast news was the main game in town. The line 
between news and entertainment has been blurring for some time with the rise of cable news 
                                                        
1 For example, how Facebook use relates to political behavior may not be the same as how 




outlets, soft news talk shows, news magazines, and political comedy shows (Prior 2007). Online 
platforms are additional place where news and entertainment are combined. These lines become 
even blurrier for platforms like social media websites like Facebook when what they have 
evolved into does not necessarily resemble the original intention of the platform. How platforms 
like Facebook influence important aspects of political behavior like political knowledge remains 
unclear. Overall, this project seeks to incorporate social media exposure to news as an additional 
way that people may acquire political knowledge in a changing media system.  
 
Incidental Exposure to Political Information  
If a person wanted to find out the news of the day in the 1950s or 1960s they would likely 
need to acquire a copy of a newspaper, tune into the radio, or turn on one of the broadcast 
television channels during the nightly news hour. A person would often need to be directly 
seeking out the information in order to find it. With an increase in options in the 1980s and 
1990s like talk shows, cable news networks, and political comedy shows people had even more 
sources for political information and news (Prior 2007). Yet even with more options to better 
match people’s preferences, individuals needed to directly tune into these sources to acquire the 
information. In these media environments, the people who were generally interested in politics 
continued to be the people who were politically informed.  
 However, for people who use social media platforms like Facebook, they will often see 
political information and news whether they want to or not (Pew Research Center 2016). With 
the recent changes to Facebook’s newsfeed algorithms, there is a higher likelihood that when 
people receive news and political information while using Facebook, the information will come 
from their family, friends, and acquaintances rather than news organizations (Maheshwari and 




different way of receiving news compared to more traditional routes for information access like 
television, radio, and newspapers. For example, individuals’ responses to a piece of political 
information being shared on social media are likely influenced by their relationship to the person 
sharing the information, such as how much they trust the person. Additionally, information 
shared on social media can come from a wide range of news sources and users do not have full 
control over the information shared by people they know. This process of information reception 
is different from selectively choosing what newspapers to read or news programs to watch. In 
general, political information is often part of people’s social media newsfeeds whether they want 
to see the information or not.  
 Incidental exposure to political information, that is, seeing political information whether 
intentionally seeking it out or not, serves as a key mechanism for information exposure that 
makes social media different from other news sources. We know that media exposure is related 
to important political behavior constructs like political knowledge. While we generally 
understand the relationship between traditional media exposure and people’s factual political 
knowledge, we know much less about incidental media exposure and political knowledge. In a 
system where people get information about politics whether they are seeking it out or not, the 
ways people acquire political knowledge may start to shift. Using traditional media exposure 
measures does not allow for a more complete understanding for the ways people acquire political 
knowledge in an increasingly fragmented media system.  
 
Subjective Political Knowledge in the Social Media News Environment  
 Existing theories of political knowledge center on what people objectively know and do 
not know about politics. This type of political knowledge constitutes objective political 




politics. This project introduces subjective political knowledge, or people’s perceptions and 
certainty of their political knowledge, as a distinct type of political knowledge. In a media 
system where what counts as a news source and what does not is up for debate, people’s ability 
to acquire objective political knowledge may become even more difficult. However, the changes 
to the information environment may make subjective political knowledge easier to acquire. For 
example, if people are frequently exposed to political information, regardless of its accuracy or 
quality, they may start to think they know more about politics (i.e. have higher levels of 
subjective political knowledge) even if their objective political knowledge remains relatively 
stable. Distinguishing between and incorporating measurements of these two knowledge types 
will clarify how changes in the information environment influence multiple types of political 
knowledge.  
The barriers to entry for accessing news and political information are considerably lower 
in a system where people can rely on a variety of sources and devices for information. These 
changes in information availability could lead to a system where people can more readily acquire 
political knowledge because the relevant information is easily accessible. Yet, sorting through all 
of this information to acquire knowledge may be an increasingly burdensome task. If this is the 
case, then objective political knowledge among the public would likely remain fairly stable, even 
if there are more opportunities to receive political information and news. Yet, people’s 
perceptions of their political knowledge may increase in this type of media system, particularly 
for people who are exposed to political information via incidental exposure through social media 
platforms like Facebook.  
My dissertation project explores how people receive and use both objective and 




to approach the different types of political information that are important for democratic 
citizenship (civics knowledge and current events knowledge) in addition to the two distinct types 
of political knowledge (objective knowledge and subjective knowledge). This approach to 
understanding political knowledge in the current media environment provides scholars with a 
more holistic method for theorizing about and assessing knowledge among the American public.  
 
Organization of Dissertation 
My dissertation bridges the gap between communication and political science research to 
assess political knowledge in an increasingly fragmented media system. In Chapters 2 and 3 I 
rely on previous research from political science, communication studies, psychology, and 
information science to assess our current understandings of political knowledge and media 
exposure. While each of these fields has a unique approach to understanding these topics, we 
lack an integration of these theories into a common understanding of political knowledge today. 
In Chapter 2 I assess the state of research on media exposure and political knowledge. I describe 
the characteristics of social media that make it a unique source for political information and 
news. While communication research has integrated social media into studies of news and media 
use among the public, political science research has not fully embraced social media as a 
resource for political information. In addition, I explore the long history of understanding what 
the public does and does not know about politics and the different outlooks political scientists 
have had for the state of democratic citizenship if people remain uninformed about politics.  
In Chapter 3 I examine the history of measuring and validating political knowledge as a 
central construct for studies of political behavior. Many key assumptions have been built into our 
theories of political knowledge, but I argue these assumptions must be reconsidered within a 




type of political knowledge into our studies of political behavior. To accomplish these goals, I 
present a knowledge typology as a more holistic approach to understanding political knowledge 
in a rapidly shifting media system.  
The next three chapters present empirical studies that test the theories and arguments 
described in Chapters 2 and 3. In Chapter 4 I present a series of small-N studies to create and 
validate the expanded measures of political knowledge, assess the relationship between media 
exposure and political knowledge, and evaluate political knowledge in the context of an 
experiment with randomly assigned Facebook newsfeeds. In Chapter 5, I assess to what extent 
the frequency of social media use is related to objective and subjective political knowledge using 
original data collected from Amazon’s Mechanical Turk platform. In addition to the 
observational data I also examine the underlying correlates of subjective political knowledge. In 
Chapter 6, I implement an experiment based on the results from the observational data reported 
in Chapter 5. Using mock Facebook newsfeeds as the treatments, I assess how people acquire 
objective and subjective political knowledge from political information shared on Facebook. 
Overall this project largely serves as an exploratory undertaking to start to answer the 
many remaining questions associated with social media use and its political implications for 
ordinary citizens. In the conclusion chapter I summarize the arguments made throughout the 
dissertation, assess the implications for the results, and point to the many future directions for 








CHAPTER 2: OBJECTIVE AND SUBJECTIVE POLITICAL KNOWLEDGE IN THE 




 The current social media system is a fragmented information environment where 
individuals have increased options for seeking out the information that best matches their 
preferences (Prior 2007). Although information about politics is more readily available and 
accessible within this system, existing knowledge gaps may persist because individuals seek out 
the information they want while ignoring the rest. However, social media platforms increase the 
potential for incidental exposure to information (Bode 2016). Online social networks were 
developed for people to connect with their family and friends to share all sorts of information 
(Pew Research Center 2016). One type of information that is frequently seen by social media 
users and shared within networks is political information. But many people do not necessarily 
equate using social media with seeking out political news and information. Thus, people often 
see political information whether they want to or not (Pew Research Center 2016). Because 
political information is mixed with everything else it is often difficult to avoid. This incidental 
exposure to political information may have unique consequences for democratic citizenship that 
have been underexplored. Incidental exposure can potentially increase the amount of factual 
knowledge people have about politics while also influencing their perceptions of how informed 
they actually are. My project explores to what extent and in what ways has the dramatic rise in 
social media use affected how people receive, evaluate, and respond to information about 
politics.  
 Incidental exposure to information occurs when individuals receive political information 
and news when they are not directly seeking out this information (Lee and Kim 2017). Through 




could increase their knowledge about different types of political information like current events 
or key political actors. Using social media can affect not only what individuals factually know 
about politics but also how much they think they know about politics. In general, political 
science research has not fully integrated social media into existing theories about media use and 
political behaviors like knowledge acquisition. In this chapter, I consider the previous scholarly 
work in political communication and political psychology and identify the gaps that must be 
reconsidered in the context of social media and political knowledge.  First, I survey the changes 
that have occurred in media use among the United States public while also evaluating the utility 
of existing theories of political communication in the social media system. I then present an 
argument that social media must be considered alongside other media formats like television, 
newspaper, and Internet news as an important source of political knowledge. Second, I assess the 
role of political knowledge as a fundamental concept in political behavior and public opinion 
research. To better understand how people use political knowledge in the current political 
environment, political scientists should examine both the objective political knowledge that 
people possess and the perceptions of how knowledgeable people think they are (i.e. subjective 
political knowledge). 
 People rely on multiple information sources to learn about politics, including news 
sources and political discussions with family and friends (Prior 2007). A platform where these 
sources are combined is social media. Social media represent a unique venue for sharing political 
information, reading news stories, and engaging in discussions about politics with people we 
know. Social media use has dramatically increased over the past decade (Pew Research Center 
2016). One possible reason why political scientists do not often include social media in studies of 




news-related. Ignoring social media as an important source for political information and political 
engagement leads to an incomplete scholarly understanding of information distribution and 
evaluation in the current media environment. Rather than considering social media to be a 
passing trend, political scientists must seriously consider the impact of social media on political 
behavior. Thus, my project assesses how the defining features of social media, particularly 
incidental exposure to information, influence what people know about politics.  
 An implicit normative assumption that is often built into theories of democratic 
citizenship in the United States is that individuals should ideally possess some amount of 
knowledge about politics (Lupia 2016). Assessing what people know means constructing 
measures of political knowledge and incorporating them into survey research. Measurements of 
political knowledge in political science research tend to rely on survey questions about the 
operation of government and key political actors. These measures render political knowledge a 
unidimensional construct. Knowing about the civics components of politics is undoubtedly 
important, but political knowledge beyond this one type also matters for political behavior and 
decision-making. Measuring knowledge as a multidimensional construct with a variety of types 
in addition to examining how “new media” sources like social media serve as news sources will 
lead to a more complete picture of what people know (and think they know) about politics.  
 In this chapter I first summarize why political scientists have tended to ignore social 
media exposure as a key variable that conditions knowledge gain and increased exposure to 
political information. Second, I summarize why this omission is theoretically important for the 
political behavior literature on political knowledge. Finally, I preview the argument that will be 
made throughout my dissertation, that is, by evaluating how and why social media exposure is 




knowledge and differences in objective and subjective political knowledge among the American 
public.  
The Social Media Environment 
 The media environment of today looks vastly different from the 1950s, 1970s, or even as 
recently as the early 2000s. How individuals obtain information about politics and government 
has evolved due to the sociotechnological changes of the twenty-first century. With the 
introduction of new technology, scholars, pundits, and media critics often make declarations of a 
significant transformation in the media environment (Davis 1999). Yet as Howard and Parks 
(2012) argue in a special edition of Journal of Communication about social media, “No myth is 
more damaging to our understanding of new technologies than the belief that they are entirely 
new” (362). Additionally, with new forms of media and technology, scholars and commentators 
often claim that citizen communication may become revolutionized and equalized (Knapp 1997; 
Papacharissi 2004; Sassi 2000; Wellman and Gulia 1999). But new communication technologies 
often bring about both positive and negative consequences for society (Davis and Owen 1998). 
In the face of evolving communication technologies social scientists are led to ask new questions 
while remaining skeptical about the potential for new media platforms to dramatically change 
political behavior. To understand how people’s political knowledge potentially changes with 
technological advances we must first understand the changes in the media system, what makes 
social media a distinct news source, and how certain news sources may be better or worse at 
helping individuals to increase their understanding of politics. Therefore, in this section, I 
highlight some of the key features of the current media system, describe the unique 
characteristics of social media for news gathering, and compare how different media formats 
lead to particular types of exposure to information within the social media information 




“New” Media  
 The development of the Internet in the late 1990s marked a transformation to the media 
system of the time. Media system transformations occur throughout the history of the United 
States, which have changed the ways people get their news and political information. These 
changes to the media environment affect ease of access, monetary costs, availability, and style of 
news, which in turn influence both the type and amount of information individuals receive about 
politics. Three important changes over the past century have been the maturation of network 
television news in the mid-1960s, the transition of television news, from three broadcast 
networks to encompass multiple cable news channels by the early 2000s, and the development of 
the Internet in the late 1990s and early 2000s. Television became an easier way than newspapers 
for many people to access the news. If people want to get information through low-cost options 
(in terms of price, time, and effort) then television was a lower-cost choice than newspapers. The 
Internet has lowered these barriers to entry even further by making a wealth of information 
available for a fairly low price, where information can be accessed through multiple types of 
devices (Prior 2007).  
 When people are asked where they got their news yesterday, many respond from 
television. Data from the Pew Research Center illustrates individuals’ preferences for television 
news throughout the 1990s compared to newspapers and radio. In recent years getting news from 
the Internet has surpassed newspapers and radio, demonstrating the importance of the Internet as 
a news resource for many Americans. However, “the Internet” in this case likely means online 









Figure 2.1: Percentage of individuals who got their news from different sources 
 
 
Data: Pew Research Center 1990-2012 
 
 The current media environment has grown increasingly fragmented, which has led people 
to have more options than ever for choosing the media formats and programming that best match 
their individual preferences (Bennett and Iyengar 2008). Additionally, structural changes to how 
people engage with media and information have occurred, such as increased mobile phone use 
(Pew Research Center 2015), streaming services for television, and online platforms for news 
sites. Traditional news sources like newspapers and broadcast television – in particular, local 
television news – are still important (Pew Research Center 2014). Indeed, broadcast television 
continues to be the most widely used news platform (Pew Research Center 2016). However, the 
number of national broadcast television viewers has declined since the supposed “golden age of 
television” in the 1950s-1970s and many newspapers have decreased circulation (Pew Research 
Center 2014; Prior 2007). Television and newspapers have also evolved into new forms through 





 One of the most important contributors to these new forms of traditional news is the 
Internet (Althaus and Tewksbury 2001). Today, almost 40% of Americans gets their news online 
in the form of online news sites and social media (Pew Research Center 2016). The rise of the 
Internet has inspired a range of questions about the role of the online information environment 
for democratic citizenship. One such area is political knowledge among the public. Still the 
capacity for the Internet to increase the amount of information about politics that people know is 
conditional on factors such as access, resources, and motivation (Norris 2001). Changes in access 
and resources have undoubtedly occurred since the 1980s and 1990s but the pace of change 
makes even today’s media environment different from just a few years ago. For example, as 
recently as 2013 only half of people got their news from mobile devices, compared to three 
quarters of people today (Pew Research Center 2016). Mobile devices are often cheaper and 
more accessible than desktop or laptop computers for individuals, which has led to an increase in 
the number of people who can more easily access the Internet with this type of resource. 
Data from the Pew Research Center demonstrates that individuals who prefer online news 
exhibit different behaviors compared to people who rely on more traditional media sources. For 
example, perhaps unsurprisingly, young people tend to prefer digital news. Individuals who 
prefer online news tend to demonstrate a more active interest in news and also state that they get 
a wider range of news stories by relying on online news sources like news websites and social 
media (Pew Research Center 2016). Although the Internet has not served as an entirely 
equalizing force for political behavior, this medium has undoubtedly influenced the ways in 
which people communicate and engage with one another about politics. Throughout this chapter 
I will underscore how both individual-level characteristics and the social media environment 




 While many forms of online news media are simply updated versions of offline television 
networks and newspapers, social networking websites like Facebook and Twitter have also 
proliferated in the last ten years.2 Social media are a unique source for news and political 
information in terms of ease of availability and the sharing of information from people in one’s 
network. The proliferation of information sources has led to a massive increase in available 
information within the social media system. Yet the increase in choices now available to 
individuals for accessing information about politics may be both a blessing and a curse. With 
increased ways to access information about politics and a greater availability of information, we 
may expect that people who do not know much about politics will have new and more efficient 
ways to gather political information, bringing about increased levels of knowledge about politics. 
However, because many people prefer other types of information to political information (Prior 
2007), the current media environment may exacerbate the knowledge gap about politics by 
making the information rich richer and the information poor poorer (Tichenor et al. 1970). 
Nonetheless, one resource for news where people can get the information they want in addition 
to political information is social media. 
 
Characteristics of Social Media  
 Social media platforms possess a number of characteristics that make them distinct from 
other news sources.3  First, they facilitate users’ interactions and discussions of politics between 
                                                        
2 In terms of active users, Facebook (started in 2004) now has approximately 1.59 billion 
monthly active users and Twitter (started in 2006) has 320 million monthly active users (Statista 
2016).  
3 Online social networking websites are often difficult to conceptualize due to their dynamic 
nature. Some social media platforms gained popularity quickly but are now nonexistent. For 
example, Friendster began as a social media site in 2002, but since 2011 the social media 
accounts on the platform have been discontinued. However, certain structural features of the 
original Friendster site are evident in other social media platforms such as Facebook and 




friends, family, and acquaintances (Weeks and Holbert 2013). Second, they allow for the sharing 
and social endorsement of political content and information (Choi 2016; Messing and Westwood 
2014; Turcotte et al. 2015). Third, social media users may receive political information through 
incidental exposure (Pew Research Center 2014). These characteristics of social media not only 
offer users a unique way to access political information but also expose them to information 
about politics that they likely would not have seen if they do not engage with traditional media 
like network TV news and newspapers. In this section I elaborate on each of these key 
characteristics to demonstrate why social media is different from other media types and worth 
studying as something separate and distinct.   
Social networking websites are a source for information shared by family and friends. 
One of the most important and prolific social networking websites is Facebook, which has 890 
million daily users and two billion overall users (Facebook, Inc. 2017). Facebook, like many 
online social networking websites, facilitates the sharing of information by people known to 
social media users like their family, friends, and acquaintances rather than anonymous 
individuals (Pew Research Center 2016). In addition to the social sharing mechanism of 
information distribution, Facebook has a much broader reach for news and political information 
                                                        
than other types of media. For example, the Facebook “newsfeed” in 2008 had different 
structural features and design characteristics compared to the newsfeed in 2016.  Additionally, 
there are social media platforms that do not currently exist but will in the near future. These 
platforms will likely share some of the characteristics of existing social media websites. Like 
many communication scholars, I will use Ellison and Boyd’s definition of an online social 
networking website: A social network is a networked communication platform in which 
participants (1) have uniquely identifiable profiles that consist of user-supplied content, content 
provided by other users, and/or system-level data; (2) can publicly articulate connections that can 
be viewed and traversed by others; and (3) can consume, produce, and/or interact with streams of 
user-generated content provided by their connections on the site (2013, 158). This 
conceptualization is especially useful because of the ever-changing nature of online social 
networking websites. While the online social networking websites we see today may not exist in 




compared to other social media sites. For example, almost half of Facebook users get political 
news from the website, compared to just 9% of Twitter users (Pew Research Center 2014). For 
all of these reasons, this dissertation primarily focuses on Facebook.4 
Social media like Facebook, represent an increasingly significant space for 
communication, in particular shared and endorsed content. For instance, approximately one 
billion pieces of content are shared each day (Facebook, Inc. 2015).  Two billion people 
worldwide have joined Facebook, 300 million of whom are in the United States (Facebook Inc. 
2015). Additionally, Facebook is the second most visited website in the world behind Google 
(Gottfried et al. 2017). While individuals’ top priority in social networking sites is not 
necessarily to talk about politics, most people report that they frequently see political information 
shared in their newsfeed (Pew Research Center 2012). Moreover, although few individuals 
frequently share posts about politics, their friends certainly do, so in the aggregate politics is a 
component of most people’s newsfeeds, whether it is political news stories or opinions about 
politics (Pew Research Center 2010). Approximately 78% of Facebook users have seen news on 
Facebook while they were using it for other reasons (Pew Research Center 2014). Clearly even if 
seeking out political information is not the primary goal for most social media users, the vast 
majority will still encounter information about politics through these platforms.   
Social media websites like Facebook have the capacity to deliver information and news 
to users even if they are not directly seeking it out. Multiple Pew Research Center studies on 
news consumption patterns among the American public, find the vast majority of individuals use 
                                                        
4 Though other social media and online discussion platforms like Twitter and Reddit are popular 
sources for news gathering and seeking out political information, I am focused specifically on 
online social networks where users are not anonymous and get information from people they 




Facebook for reasons other than directly seeking out news or political information. News 
consumption is not replacing other social activities on Facebook but instead is one of many 
reasons why people rely on the social networking website. In fact, the majority of individuals 
who are incidentally exposed to information on Facebook are getting it from the people they 
know, not directly from specific news organizations. Currently, only about one-third (34%) of 
Facebook news consumers “like” (subscribe to) a news organization or individual journalists, 
“which suggests that the news is coming from friends – the same friends likely sending them 
posts about…everything else” (Pew Research Center 2014).  
 
Online and Offline Social Networks 
Social network research by political behaviors scholars provides a foundation for 
understanding the importance of both online and offline social networks for information 
acquisition among the public. Research on social networks has tended to focus on in-person 
political discussion networks and the personal influence of certain group members. Obtaining 
political information can be an onerous task for individuals. In addition to accessing news via 
media sources, people will also acquire information through social processes like political 
discussions (Huckfeldt 2001). Individuals’ social networks can serve as low cost spaces for 
gathering political information (Huckfeldt and Sprague 1995). Of course, information gained 
through one’s social networks means that information may be both biased and unequally 
distributed but can be useful nonetheless (Calvert 1985).  Politics is often a social experience so 
political behavior is often understood in the context of networks and groups, which determine the 





 The potential for and frequency of political discussions in one’s social network is based 
on a number of factors. First, individual-level traits like conflict aversion and the avoidance of 
disagreement may lead some people to talk about politics less often in their social networks 
(Huckfeldt et al. 2004; Testa et al. 2014). Second, people may be more apt to discuss politics 
with like-minded discussants, such as fellow members of their chosen political party (Huckfeldt 
and Sprague 1987). Third, others may find discussing politics to be entertaining and therefore an 
activity that is purposefully sought out.  
 The individuals in social networks who have high levels of political expertise and 
political interest may be regarded as the opinion leaders of discussion networks (Huffaker 2010; 
Sobkowicz et al. 2012). These people are the individuals who get their information from elites 
(usually via media sources) and are then motivated to share this information to the other 
individuals in their social networks. This process occurs in both offline and online social 
networks. For example, opinion leaders on Twitter tend to more actively seek out information 
compared to regular Twitter users (Park 2013), which leads them to share more information to 
mobilize their followers.   
 Ultimately social networks represent the interaction of individuals with their 
environmental contexts. People do not always have full control over their in-person or online 
social networks. There are certain contexts where people can tailor their social networks, such as 
friend groups, but other instances they cannot, such as the workplace (Mutz and Mondak 2006). 
In online social networks like Facebook, individuals will see information shared by their own 
family and friends (i.e. the people they choose to connect with) but people’s networks are 
connected by different degrees. For example, users will see what their friends shared but may 




of separation will have a different strength in terms of the relationships between users.  Scholars 
of social networks often focus on strong ties, but the strength of ties can vary. Unsurprisingly 
most people have an assortment of both strong and weak ties in their social networks 
(Granovetter 1973). People’s in-person networks are made up of strong and weak ties and some 
of these connections are purposefully chosen while others are not. The same is true for online 
social networks though in most cases the number of connections is magnified compared to in-
person networks. Taken together there may be important lessons we can extend from the political 
science social network literature to the context of online social networks while also recognizing 
the unique features of online social contexts.   
 
Information Flows:  From the two-step process to today  
 While online social networking sites constitute a new space for the flow of political 
information, the basic structure of these processes is not immensely different from established 
theories about information flows, particularly the two-step model of communication and personal 
influence (Katz and Lazarsfeld 1955). Katz and Lazarsfeld (1955) first presented the two-step 
flow of information model whereby ideas flow from the mass media to opinion leaders to the 
wider population. The top-down two-step information model has become the foundational model 
for political communication research. In this model information starts with the elites (political 
elites and the media) and moves to the opinion leaders. The opinion leaders are ordinary people 
who are seen as political experts within their social networks. In traditional social network 
research, there are very few opinion leaders in informal political discussions networks. The 
opinion leaders then disseminate political information to everyone else in the network. 
 Though the basic structure of the flow of information is the same for social networking 




communication model. First, there are many more news sources that exist now compared to the 
era when this model was developed in the 1950s. Since the 1990s we have seen a rise in cable 
news and online newspapers, but also news sources that only exist online. In fact, many online 
news sources exist primarily to generate social media sharing so they are directly tied to the 
information sharing that occurs on social media platforms like Facebook. Compared to turning 
on the television and occasionally flipping channels or glancing through the newspaper, the 
Internet (and specifically social networking websites) allow people to view many separate news 
stories so individuals can jump easily from one source to the next.  
 In the classic understanding of the flow of information there are very few people who 
become opinion leaders in their networks. For example, in the offline world, most people have 
trouble naming more than two people with whom they discuss politics or turn to for political 
information (Huckfeldt and Sprague 1995).5 Though this may simply be a problem with recall it 
could also point to the small size of in-person networks where people engage in political 
discussions. In online social networks, most people see political information from many more 
people, which has led scholars to argue that on social networking websites there is the possibility 
for many more opinion leaders (Karlsen 2015). Also, rather than a small group like work 
colleagues or people from a voluntary organization, on Facebook most people are “friends” with 
hundreds of people they know from many different contexts. The newsfeed algorithm might 
differentiate a bit between these people, but the mix of family, close friends, colleagues, and 
acquaintances are all part of the online social network.  Thus, in the online social network 
environment, the barriers of entry to be an opinion leader are much lower than in the traditional 
                                                        
5 However, more recent work contends that name generating processes for measuring the number 
of political discussion partners undercount the size and diversity of people’s offline social 




media environment. Additionally, in the social networking environment the information sources 
(the elites and media) and the opinion leaders are often linked together when opinion leaders 
share information from political elites and news organizations. Due to these structural changes 
the hierarchical flow of information is still two steps from elites to individuals (in most cases) 
but there is not always a clear stopping point between the news source, the opinion leader, and 
everyone else. While the basic structure of the top-down flows of information remain intact, 
there are clear changes in both the scope and hierarchy and these changes demand new attention 
to this traditional communication model.   
 
Demographics of Social Media Users 
In addition to contextual network factors there are also demographic differences in news 
seeking behaviors on Facebook. The 2016 Pew Research Center News Consumption Survey 
found that individuals who are less interested in news tend to cite family and friends as a 
particularly important way to receive news online. Women are more like than men to say friends 
and family are important sources for online news, young adults are more likely than older adults 
to rely on friends and family as news sources, and blacks are more likely than whites to say that 
news shared by family and friends is important. Additionally, intentionality still matters for 
online news consumption. Some individuals will seek out news and tend to be more interested in 
news overall (Pew Research Center 2016). Ultimately social media influence news-seeking 
behaviors and exposure to information because of contextual factors like the combination of 
news organizations, friends, and family operating within the same media platform and 
individual-level traits like motivation and political interest.  
 Social media use among the American public has changed drastically over the past 




76% of Internet users) used at least one social networking website (Pew Research Center 2016).  
Over half of adults in the United States use at least one social networking website. While social 
media websites were once thought of as platforms used only by young people to connect with 
their friends, individuals of all ages now use social media. Although younger people are more 
likely to use social media as a primary resource for their news, many individuals use social 
media to supplement their “traditional” news diet (Pew Research Center 2016). Unsurprisingly, 
young adults (age 18-29) are the most likely to use social media (in fact, over 90% of people in 
this age group use social networking websites). While only 2% of older adults (age 65 and older) 
used social networking websites in 2005, over 35% use social media today. In terms of gender 
differences, women tended to be the early adopters of social media. While differences based on 
gender still exist (68% of female adults use social media compared to 62% of male adults), this 
gap has decreased over the past decade. 
In addition to differences in social media use based on age and gender, socioeconomic 
differences also matter. Social media access requires an Internet connection – likely from a 
phone or computer – and the people who have access to these forms of technology are likely to 
have a higher socioeconomic status. Higher-income households and individuals with higher 
levels of education tend to have higher levels of social media access. However, there are no 
notable differences based on race and ethnicity with social media use. The final individual 
characteristic that the Pew Research Center highlights in their 2015 report on social media use 
over time is community differences (Pew Research Center 2015). Individuals living in rural 
communities are less likely to use social media (58%) compared to urban (64%) and suburban 
(68%) residents. Overall these data highlight the ubiquity of social media in the lives of many 




social media over the past ten years has dramatically increased, there are still many individual 
differences among social media users and non-users.  
 
Selective Exposure to Information   
 One of the distinguishing features of the social media system is the vast increase in easily 
accessible information. Yet even if information about politics is more accessible and available to 
a wider number of individuals, people will prefer certain types of information to others and 
ignore the rest (Prior 2007). There are several interconnected explanations that describe how 
people sort through and seek out particular political information. One of the key explanations is 
the theory of selective exposure. Selective exposure refers to the idea that individuals will seek 
out information that matches their beliefs (Iyengar et al. 2008; Stroud 2008). While there have 
been scholarly debates about the actual levels of occurrence and even existence of selective 
exposure (Frey 1986; Klapper 1960) most scholars today are particularly concerned with 
partisanship-driven selective exposure in the social media system (Messing and Westwood 2014; 
Stroud 2008; Tsfati et al. 2014) In an increasingly polarized era of politics, there have been a 
variety of claims about the normative consequences for a media system of “niche news” where 
people seek out partisan news that reinforces their preexisting beliefs (Stroud 2011). If people 
are seeking out only the information they want, individual-level political knowledge is unlikely 
to change.  
Part of the Pew Research Center’s American Trends Panel from 2014 focuses on party 
polarization and media use, finding that “when it comes to getting news about politics and 
government, liberals and conservatives inhabit different worlds…there is little overlap in the 
news sources they turn to and trust” (Pew Center 2014, 1). Specifically emphasizing the social 




line with their views and be friends with people who share their political beliefs (Pew Research 
Center 2014). On the other hand, consistent liberals are likely to see a wider range of views but 
are also more likely to block Facebook friends because of their politics (Pew Research Center 
2014). The most ideologically extreme individuals are somewhat tailoring their information 
flows, but at the same time they are also receiving cross-cutting information through their online 
social networks.  
 With an increase in available news sources, individuals can more easily select the sources 
that best match their preferences. But news sources that cater to particular interests have long 
been a part of American history. For example, advocacy newspapers are an important part of the 
American media tradition with papers in the nineteenth century advocating for particular 
viewpoints and political parties (Schudson 1998). Although advocacy news sources are not new, 
worldwide news networks and news organization that advocate from a particular partisan stance 
have undoubtedly increased in recent years (Schudson 1998). A structural change that has led to 
this development is the expansion of available news channels, specifically cable news networks. 
When broadcast news was the only game in town, people had the option to tune into ABC, NBC, 
or CBS, or not watch television during the evening news block. Now that more options exist due 
to the proliferation of cable news, people can still tune into the broadcast news channels but can 
also watch 24-hour news channels like CNN, MSNBC, and FOX News. We know that a select 
group of individuals tends to seek out partisan cable news now that it is an available option to 
them. We also know that some people have shifted to “soft news” options like Oprah and 
Entertainment Tonight (Baum and Jamison 2006). Beyond news environment exists one of the 
most foundational factors in shifting attention away from news: entertainment options. The 




of entertainment programming. As Prior (2007) argues in Post-Broadcast Democracy, now that 
people have more options they rely on their relative entertainment preferences to seek out the 
information they want because they are no longer constrained by a handful of options. Thus, we 
must examine how these changes to the media system and information exposure influence 
people’s behaviors like acquiring information about politics.  
 
Incidental Exposure to Information    
 An important alternative explanation for encountering political information in the current 
media environment is through the mechanism of incidental exposure. Whereas theories of 
selective exposure contend that individuals will seek out the information they want and therefore 
prefer political information above other options, incidental exposure means that certain 
individuals will be exposed to political information whether or not they are seeking it out. 
Different media sources likely provide users different levels of incidental exposure to political 
information.  
With social media people do not have the same amount of control over the types of 
information they receive compared to other media formats. For example, we know that even 
individuals who are not seeking out or prioritizing political information often encounter it via 
social networking websites like Facebook (Pew Research Center 2014). According to recent 
polls by the Pew Research Center, approximately 62% of Facebook users get news on the site 
mostly by chance (Gottfried and Shearer 2016). Thus, while scholars of political communication 
know a great deal about the ways in which individuals select the information they want – 
whether it be based on entertainment preference or motivated by political beliefs – we know less 
about how social media platforms can change what people know about politics through 




particularly YouTube and Twitter, facilitate incidental exposure to information especially for 
younger people and those with a low interest in news (Fletcher and Nielsen 2017). Additionally, 
research has also demonstrated the power of agenda-setting that occurs via incidental exposure to 
political information through Facebook use, particularly for people who have low levels of 
interest in politics (Feezell 2017).  
A great deal of the political behavior literature and the interpersonal network literature 
was developed in the old “top-down” era, but it’s quite a different information sharing 
environment today. In this new environment, everyone has the ability to be a source of news; 
therefore, interpersonal relationships matter more than ever in regard to the information 
individuals receive and share. Social networks have a large impact on exposure to information 
through informal political discussions (Campbell 2013). This phenomenon gets amplified in the 
online social network environment through processes of incidental exposure whereby people are 
exposed to information not just from a few individuals but instead from hundreds of people in 
their social networks.  
The current media system is a system where it has become increasingly difficult to 
separate politics from everything else (Blumler and Gurevitch 2000; Prior 2007). Particularly for 
online social networking websites, the content is often a mix of entertainment and news, so 
individuals are running into political information whether or not they want to (Pew Research 
Center 2014). Therefore, the social component of interpersonal relationships combined with 
political information and news creates a unique media experience. Many social media users note 
that they do not necessarily use social media to seek out information about politics, yet they still 
see this information (Pew Research Center 2014). The information about politics that social 




algorithms to determine the information that will be available on an individual’s newsfeed.6 In 
some ways, this is no different from other types of news aggregator systems. Yet, the mechanism 
for information distribution that is built into the social media format makes it a unique resource 
for the dissemination of political information. Social media use not only leads people to see 
political information but also to share it. People’s acquaintances, colleagues, friends, and family 
members share the vast majority of news content distributed through social media, especially 
with Facebook. Even if the news content they share is an online newspaper article or a clip from 
a television broadcast, other information accompanies the news content. First, the shared content 
contains the name and often a photo of the person sharing the information, which can be more or 
less important depending on the nature of the social relationship between the two individuals. 
Second, many social media users choose to attach some form of commentary to posts containing 
news or political information. Therefore, receivers of the information will not only receive the 
news content but will often also see additional information provided by the sharer of the 
information, such as their opinion on the news item. The mechanism of sharing information 
conveys information beyond the original news content in addition to incidentally exposing 
individuals to political information that they would not have necessarily sought out themselves.  
 Our polarized political (and media) environment probably encourages individuals even 
more than before to selectively seek out information that matches their political preferences. For 
individuals not interested in politics, they will selectively expose themselves to the information 
that matches their non-political preferences (Prior 2007). In some ways, the social media 
environment increases the capacity for individuals to seek out the information they prefer due to 
                                                        
6 Several of the key factors included in this algorithm are popularity of past content, type of 




the proliferation of news options based on particular political ideologies and viewpoints. Yet 
platforms like social media do not necessarily create echo chambers. When individuals build 
connections through social media, they are choosing to connect with people based on some form 
of a social relationship. For example, one’s Facebook friends rarely connect online solely 
because of a shared political viewpoint. Instead, they are friends because they are already 
friends, coworkers, or relatives offline (Pew Research Center 2014).7 Individuals increasingly 
rely on social media platforms to get news content and political information, but the relationships 
between people sharing information are not built solely on political identities. Therefore, there is 
an increased likelihood that individuals will be incidentally exposed to a variety of political 
information, not just information that reconfirms their own viewpoints and beliefs (Masip et al. 
2017). Even if people are not seeking out news and political information they may stumble upon 
this information if it has been shared in their Facebook network. Yet, not everyone will 
necessarily learn or be able to recall this information but the mere exposure to it is different from 
selective exposure and worth comparing for key political outcomes.  
 Ultimately, due to the vast increase in available information as well as the proliferation of 
niche programming, certain individuals actively self-select into the media environments that suit 
their needs and interests (Hamilton 2004; Prior 2007). Many of the concerns around online social 
networks reflect fears of an ever-expanding echo chamber (Boutyline and Willer 2017.; Gaines 
                                                        
7 But extensive research in political science and sociology demonstrates homophily in 
individuals’ social networks. Friendships and relationships are often built upon common 
sociodemographic and behavioral characteristics (McPherson, Smith-Lovin, and Cook 2001) 
making networks homogenous. However, acquaintances and friends from other sources (like the 
workplace) are not always chosen based on these characteristics, which can lead to cross-cutting 
exposure to information (Mutz and Mondak 2006). Online social networks are often made up of 
“friends” from a variety of sources and the common interests and traits shared among the 




and Mondak 2009, Pew Research Center 2014). Yet the power of online social networks is their 
potential ability to spread cracks in the echo chamber. People receive information from people 
they know, and these relationships are not necessarily motivated by politics. In addition, much 
less effort is necessary to receive political information in the current media environment. The 
Internet is not necessarily an omnipotent equalizing force, but there is potential and capacity for 
more people to join in the conversations of politics and news because these discussions are part 
of all of our other discussions. As the traditional news audience continues to fragment into niche 
environments, the structure of social media gives rise to an inadvertent audience for political 
information and news.  
 
Social Media and Political Behavior   
Scholars in a variety of academic disciplines have now begun to study social media use 
among the public by updating and questioning existing communication theories. One of the first 
areas of scholarly research focused on the capacity for social media to serve as a catalyst for 
increased civic engagement among people. Early research about the Internet and its effects on 
democracy debated whether the Internet would serve as a mobilizing or demobilizing force for 
civic engagement among the public. For scholars interested in media use and links to political 
behavior, the majority of studies conducted thus far have tended to focus on the connections 
between social media use, political participation, and civic engagement (Baumgartner and Morris 
2010; Campbell 2013; Gil de Zúñiga et al. 2017, Gustafsson 2012; Liu et al. 2013; Vitak et al. 
2011; Xenos and Moy 2007).  
While many studies examine the relationship between social media use and political 
behaviors like political participation, fewer studies have explored the connection between social 




argue that social media use does not lead to increased knowledge acquisition (Richey and Zhu 
2015; Shehata et al. 2014). Others show that social media use does have the capacity to increase 
specific types of knowledge, such as knowledge about presidential debates and candidates 
(Gottfried et al. 2016), although these effects may be dependent on individual characteristics like 
age and education (Yoo and Gil de Zúñiga 2014) and social media platform type (Kwak et al. 
2010). More recent work has demonstrated the potential for social media to facilitate political 
learning, though it does not always occur among the general public (Bode 2016).  
Regardless of the specific type of knowledge measured as the dependent variable in these 
previous studies, most measure knowledge as an objective set of facts about politics. Social 
media potentially foster and hinder acquisition of not only what individuals know but also their 
perceptions of political knowledge. When individuals observe political information while using 
social media, particularly when they are not seeking out the information, they may perceive that 
they know more or less about certain political topics. This lack of correspondence between 
objective and subjective knowledge could lead some people to become overconfident in how 
much they about politics (Anspach et al. 2017). Overconfidence in political knowledge may 
influence subsequent political behaviors and attitudes such as voting, dealing with political 
misinformation, attitude formation, and political efficacy. However, because this type of 
comparison has been underexplored in current scholarship there is not a clear consensus on the 
outcomes of increased subjective knowledge.  
By measuring individuals’ objective set of knowledge about politics in addition to what 
they think they know I explore how social media in particular may lead to a gap between 
expectations and realities of knowledge. This gap is likely more influential for individuals who 




for this project. As stated previously although incidental exposure to information can occur 
through all forms of media, it is especially likely with social media due to the unique structural 
features of this media type. In the next section, I describe the scholarship that has focused on 
exposure to political information, how this exposure occurs in different media systems, and why 
understanding exposure to information is particularly important for understanding political 
knowledge in the current media environment.   
 
Media Systems and Political Knowledge  
 From 1989 to 2007, several changes in news consumption patterns occurred in the United 
States. First, cable news networks and the emergence of 24-hour news channels led people to 
watch news on television beyond the three broadcast networks. Second, comedy news programs 
such as The Daily Show gained popularity. Third, the rise in Internet use and access by the 
American public made blogs, discussion boards, and online news sites an addition source for 
Americans’ news media diets. Yet in the midst of these transformations to the media 
environment public knowledge of current political affairs changed very little (Pew Research 
Center 2007).   
 A series of political knowledge survey questions asked by the Pew Research Center in 
1989 and 2007 illustrate the lack of major changes in people’s knowledge accuracy despite these 
structure changes in the media landscape. For example, the percent of people who could name 
their state’s governor was 74% in 1989 and 69% in 2007. The percent of people who could name 
the current vice president was 74% in 1989 and 66% in 2007. These are both cases where the 
number of correct responses decreased but there are also questions where the accuracy of 
response increased from 1989 to 2007. The percentage of respondents who knew which party 




respondents who knew the Chief Justice of the Supreme Court was conservative was 30% in 
1989 and 37% in 2007. These questions illustrate that although there have been small increases 
and decreases in the percentage of correct responses from the public, there have not been 
dramatic changes that correspond with the changing media environment.  
 From these Pew Research Center data, there is no clear connection between individuals’ 
news preferences and political knowledge. Individuals’ personal motivations and demographic 
traits are the predictors of political knowledge, not structural changes to the media system. For 
example, scholars from the Pew Research Center find that not surprisingly, the people who 
watch, read, and listen to the news frequently are more likely to know about politics.8 In 
addition, there is a strong relationship between demographic characteristics, particularly 
education, and increased political knowledge (Pew Research Center 2007). Yet even though 
education levels among the public have increased in the last twenty years, political knowledge 
has not increased correspondingly so increased education among the public cannot be the only 
thing that is strongly related to political knowledge (Prior 2007). Ultimately these are perhaps 
useful but not nuanced tests of these differences over time. The report leads to an incomplete 
picture of political knowledge, the role of individuals, and the influence of a changing media 
system.    
 Past survey research like the Pew Research Center report could lead to the conclusion 
that even with increased options for accessing political information and news and rising 
education levels among the public, political knowledge remains stable. However, there are three 
important factors missing from these conclusions. First, in survey data from the early 2000s the 
                                                        
8 However, this does not necessarily imply a causal relationship. The relationship between media 




Internet as a news source often refers to online news blogs and news from search engines like 
Google and Yahoo. The survey data that includes political knowledge questions does not often 
ask about other types of Internet use like a reliance on social media for news and political 
information. Second, even when accounting for the changes in formats and expansion of outlets 
these surveys do not capture media sources where people are incidentally exposed to 
information. Although this factor may not affect the stability of aggregate knowledge levels, it 
may influence individual knowledge levels, different types of political knowledge (for example, 
current events knowledge), and perceptions of political knowledge. In today’s media 
environment with more media options, people can better maximize their preferences for news 
and entertainment. Yet for sources like social media, different types of information all blend 
together into a different newsfeed for each individual user.  To understand how these unique 
characteristics of social media affect different types of political knowledge, scholars must study 
online social networks as something distinct from just the “Internet.” Third, the primary 
development of political knowledge measures occurred during the media system of the 1980s 
and 1990s. Built into these measures are certain assumptions, such as people generally receiving 
the same information from newspapers and television. There are multiple types of political 
knowledge and certain media formats may be better or worse at facilitating knowledge gain 
among the public. Nevertheless, by relying on traditional political knowledge measures in the 
social media system political science research will likely continue to find a lack of change in 




 A considerable amount of the political behavior literature is dedicated to explaining the 




McCubbins 1998; Luskin 2002). Political scientists place a high premium on political knowledge 
as the “currency of democratic citizenship” (Delli Carpini and Keeter 1996, 8). The political 
knowledge literature has primarily focused on debating and understanding political knowledge as 
both a construct and a measure. Additionally, scholars of political behavior have examined how 
people gain knowledge and information about politics from a variety of sources. In this section, I 
first highlight the previous scholarly work on political knowledge and then assess the utility of 
these arguments in the context of social media and political knowledge.  
 
Political Knowledge as a Key Concept   
 Political knowledge, as a cornerstone construct of political science (Mondak 2001), 
influences many components of political behavior, including political attitudes, political 
decisions (like voting), and beliefs about politics. Political scientists generally prefer individuals 
know some amount of facts about political actors and the political system. Yet, political behavior 
research demonstrates knowledge about politics is not an equally distributed resource within the 
American public. Interactions between contextual factors and individual-level characteristics 
lead to differing amounts of political knowledge among people. In general, little debate exists 
among scholars as to whether knowledge about politics broadly defined is an important piece of 
democratic citizenship in the United States (Lupia 2016). Additionally, political science 
scholarship demonstrates the potential effects of the public’s lack of political knowledge and the 
unequal distribution of knowledge among the public, which has serious consequences for 
individuals and political elites (Althaus 2003).   
 The definition of political knowledge that most scholars rely on comes from Delli Carpini 
and Keeter (1996): “the range of factual knowledge about politics that is stored in long-term 




political task at hand (Lupia 2016).  To use political facts in the evaluation of public policy and 
other political behaviors individuals must have the ability to readily access these facts and create 
preferences based on these facts (Kuklinski et al. 2000). Thus, gaining political knowledge and 
storing this knowledge into one’s memory is a stepping stone for subsequent political behaviors 
and the formation of political attitudes. For these reasons, political knowledge is valuable 
concept to study in order to understand how ordinary people interact with politics in their daily 
lives.   
 
Measuring Political Knowledge  
 A key part of understanding what the public knows about politics is determining how to 
measure this important concept. Political knowledge is most commonly measured through 
several questions on a survey (Mondak 2001). The answers to these survey questions do not 
necessarily constitute the key facts that people should know about politics, but instead serve as 
proxy measures for different conceptualizations of political knowledge (Lupia 2016). For 
example, Delli Carpini and Keeter (1996) settle on a political knowledge measure that taps 
different types of information about politics but focuses primarily on political figures and rules 
of politics. In general, these measures are highly correlated with one another and have served as 
the primary proxy to represent the entire construct of political knowledge.  
 Differences in measurement methodology and available response options may lead to 
different conclusions about political knowledge levels among the public. Depending on the 
variables of interest and the task, researchers ask these questions through different formats. Some 
questions include a set number of multiple choice response options. Others are open-ended in 
nature. Depending on the method of asking the survey questions (online, phone, in person, etc.) 




in a photograph (Graber and Holyk 2012; Prior 2014). Many surveys include all of these types of 
measures in a political knowledge battery to account for multiple learning styles and differing 
degrees of question difficulty. Perhaps unsurprisingly, different measures lead to different 
conclusions. For example, many respondents can easily recognize pictures of politicians and 
state their role in government even if they do not remember their names (Prior 2014). The mode 
of questions clearly matters; how we account for these differences and what they mean for 
political knowledge among the public matters not only for survey methodology but also for 
theoretical expectations of what people should know about politics.  
 One key consideration in determining the response options for political knowledge 
survey questions is the likelihood of individuals guessing versus knowing the correct answers to 
these questions. For example, many political knowledge batteries include “Don’t Know” as a 
response option. However, scholars like Mondak (2001) demonstrate that the inclusion of “Don’t 
Know” as an option threatens the validity of these measures. Moreover, “Don’t Know” response 
options can affect the substantive results of studies based on these measures. For example, 
respondents with the same levels of knowledge may receive different knowledge scores simply 
due to their individual propensities to guess (Mondak 2001). In addition to response option 
considerations, an emerging area of research has begun to explore whether online surveys are 
compromised by the ability to look up the correct answers to knowledge questions (Berinsky, 
Huber, and Lenz 2012; Clifford and Jerit 2016). These key features of survey design matter for 
measures of political knowledge and are therefore taken into consideration for the empirical 
studies of this project. I use each of these findings to guide my own research design. For 
example, “Don’t Know” as a response option is not included in the political knowledge survey 




data for my project were collected online. Ultimately determining the best practices for 
measuring political knowledge is not only important for survey methodology but also for the 
substantive conclusions that these studies reach about the political knowledge levels of the 
American public.  
  
Types of Political Knowledge  
 Scholars generally measure political knowledge through a set of survey questions and 
conceptualize it as a set of political facts that represent different facts of American civics and key 
political actors (Lupia 2016). Yet there are multiple categories of political knowledge, though 
political science research generally promotes a particular type of knowledge. Many scholars 
conceptualize political knowledge as knowledge about the rules of the game in politics. Rules of 
the game knowledge is a type of civic-based knowledge that constitutes an understanding of 
certain political processes. This type of knowledge encompasses knowledge about institutional 
rules and key political actors. Examples include how many votes are necessary to override a 
presidential veto and identifying the Speaker of the House. Other scholars have argued that 
individuals should not only know the relatively static facts about the rules and players of 
government but also possess knowledge about policy-specific domains (Gilens 2001). For 
example, who are the primary beneficiaries of Medicaid programs? Both rules of the game and 
policy-specific facts remain relatively stable over time, so once an individual knows these facts, 
he or she will likely only have to update them occasionally or not at all.9 Although some parts of 
politics generally stay the same over time, there are also changes that occur daily. Because of 
                                                        
9 For instance, once an individual knows what Medicaid is (policy-specific knowledge) or how 
many votes are necessary to override a veto (rules of the game knowledge), they will not have to 




this, some scholars argue that knowledge requires obtaining new information and updating one’s 
knowledge stores when faced with changing political facts and news. Thus, current events or 
public affairs knowledge is an additional type of factual political knowledge that differs from the 
more civics-based approach of knowledge.  
 Debate clearly exists over what types of facts are most important for the concept of 
political knowledge. Therefore, scholars must provide a clear reasoning for their choices, 
particularly if the rationale is not self-evident (Kuklinski and Quirk 2000; Lupia 2016). To 
understand what knowledge is necessary, scholars and educators must follow several steps. First, 
they identify the task that individuals are given, define the knowledge required to meet the 
demands of the task, include a method to measure the knowledge, and determine the standards 
that must be met for the task. Lupia (2016) argues that the belief that people who cannot answer 
the fact-based questions about politics on surveys must also be incompetent in political behavior 
is an incorrect assumption. Additionally, he argues that there are multiple types of knowledge 
and, therefore, that the type of knowledge expected of individuals depends on the task. Without 
clear standards, we should not be surprised by the often contradictory findings that come from 
the study of political knowledge. As Kuklinski and Quirk (2001) argue, “in the absence of such 
discussion the significance of any conclusions about citizens’ competence, positive or negative, 
is unclear” (289).   
 To summarize, although several studies have made the case for conceptualizing 
knowledge beyond the rules of the game political science scholars have tended to treat 
knowledge about politics as static and unidimensional (Barabas et al. 2014). However, while 
some political facts remain the same over time, other pieces of information will continually 




they want people to know certain political information. Lastly, the current method of 
conceptualizing political knowledge directly connects to how we measure it in survey research. 
Thus, rather than relying mainly on existing surveys to dictate the types of knowledge that 
matter, scholars should also consider the tasks of democratic citizenship that hinge on political 
knowledge and approach political knowledge as a multidimensional concept where a variety of 
types of knowledge are used to fulfill these tasks.  I seek a solution to these issues by 
constructing a knowledge typology and specifying how certain knowledge types may be better or 
worse at helping individuals fulfill these tasks of democratic citizenship.  
 
Acquiring Political Knowledge   
 How people acquire political knowledge is in part due to individual-level cognitive 
differences and psychological factors. Graber and Holyk (2012) argue that there are two schools 
of thought about the information individuals need to know and how they should learn it. They 
refer to the first as the mastery of facts school of thought founded on the rational choice tradition 
that prioritizes the possession of rules of the game knowledge in order to make rational decisions 
about political issues. The second is the behavioral school, which argues that people make 
political decisions based on readily available cues.10 These cues come from a variety of sources 
like other individuals and media sources. Information provided this way may be better at 
increasing individuals’ current events knowledge. Overall these schools of thought not only 
present differing viewpoints about how people make political choices and the types of 
information people should know but also offer conflicting normative expectations about the ideal 
citizen. These two ways of thinking about how people acquire political knowledge connects to 
                                                        
10 Though scholars may use different names for these schools of thought, most theories of 




thinking about the dimensionality of political knowledge. Certain methods for information 
gathering in addition to individual-level characteristics contribute to the different types of 
knowledge people have about politics. In this section, I evaluate the political science research 
that assesses how individuals learn about politics and demonstrate the differences in approaches 
to thinking about how individuals acquire political knowledge. Understanding the contextual 
conditions and psychological mechanisms that lead to increased or decreased political 
knowledge is important for understanding how sources like social media facilitate political 
knowledge acquisition.  
 Cues vs. learning    
 Political psychologists recognize that individuals are not all going to have the time, 
motivation, or resources to learn about politics or actively seek out political information to 
increase their stores of political knowledge.  Delli Carpini and Keeter (1996) argue that together 
ability, opportunity, and motivation help determine how much people know about politics. Social 
media dramatically widen the opportunity for people to access political information through 
social cues attached to news, alternative dissemination channels, and incidental exposure. In 
addition to changes in opportunity, scholars have also recognized individual-level motivation and 
ability as key factors that determine levels of political knowledge.  
 One way people can make political decisions and engage in political behaviors without a 
lot of political knowledge is through a reliance on heuristics. Heuristics constitute an important 
method of information processing for overcoming informational gaps (Kam 2005; Lau and 
Redlawsk 2001; Rahn 1993; Sniderman, Brody, and Tetlock 1991). All individuals rely on 
heuristics as rules of thumb to make sense of the world in the face of uncertainty (Tversky and 
Kahneman 1975). But how people use heuristics for political decision-making is not uniform 




can also lead to systematic biases and errors in the processing of information (Kuklinski and 
Hurley 1994; Lau and Redlawsk 2001). Proponents of heuristic use argue that even though 
individuals may be limited information processors, all people, not just political elites, possess the 
ability to use informational shortcuts to make reasonable guesses with little cognitive effort 
(Fiske and Taylor 1991; Lupia and McCubbins 1998; Simon 1985). However, an overreliance on 
heuristics can easily lead people astray (Dancey and Sheagley 2013; Kuklinski and Quirk 2000). 
For example, Lau and Redlawsk (2001) note that concerns about political ignorance among the 
public are somewhat ameliorated if democracies work reasonably well because of the use of 
heuristics. However, they argue, “it is far easier to assume that voters use cognitive heuristics in 
the first place than to carefully define and actually demonstrate their use” (952). Additionally, 
not all people use heuristics the same way. One of the unfortunate ironies of heuristics is the fact 
that the people who need heuristics the least are the best at using them (Lau and Redawsk 2001; 
Sniderman et al. 1991). Thus, the most politically knowledgeable individuals are the best at 
employing heuristics and find them most valuable in comparison to the less informed, who 
would potentially benefit more from using these informational cues. Ultimately, while the 
introduction of heuristics as a central cognitive theory in political psychology renewed hope in 
an informed citizenry (or at least one that can compensate for a lack of knowledge through 
heuristics); cognitive shortcuts are certainly not a comprehensive solution for the lack of political 
knowledge among the American electorate.  
Learning and memory  
 While cues and heuristics comprise the cognitive shortcuts that all individuals rely on, a 
key component of possessing knowledge is learning information and storing it in long-term 
memory. Knowledge is an attribute of memory, and in order to store knowledge in long-term 




public in terms of the amount of information individuals have about politics and the types of 
things they know about. Additionally, we know from cognitive psychology and political 
psychology research that individuals use different methods for processing information, whether it 
be storing facts in long term memory and working memory (Lang 2000; Zaller 1992), using on-
line processing to make evaluations not based on specific facts (Lodge, McGraw and Stroh 
1989), or relying on cognitive cues and shortcuts (Tversky and Kahneman 1994). While a variety 
of ways exist for storing knowledge (and individuals are relying on multiple types of information 
processing methods), knowledge must be stored in memory and then be correctly recalled in 
some capacity in order to inform subsequent political behaviors. Thus, while all people use 
heuristics to some extent while processing information, cue-taking is not synonymous to learning 
information. At the same time, scholars argue that individuals should not and cannot be expected 
to accrue encyclopedic knowledge about politics (Lupia and McCubbins 1998). As Lupia (2016) 
contends, rather than asking whether cues always or never yield competent decisions by 
individuals should instead clarify under what conditions particular cues are necessary or 
sufficient for competent decision-making. In addition, scholars must examine which conditions 
facilitate the sharing and receiving of specific types of political information.  One of the key 
conditions is media type. Certain media sources like social media make information more 
accessible and provide cues to individuals. In addition, media sources like social media provide 
individuals with political information that may be more or less useful for the tasks of democratic 
citizenship.  
 
Ability, Motivation, Opportunity, and Political Knowledge   
 As stated previously, in conjunction with cognitive ability, individuals must have the 




(Delli Carpini and Keeter 1996; Prior 2007). Individuals gain knowledge from a variety of 
sources, such as formal education (Delli Carpini and Keeter 1996), political discussions 
(Huckfeldt and Sprague 1995), and the media (Prior 2007). People see and learn different 
amounts of political information from these sources, leading to gaps in the public’s knowledge 
about politics. Individual-level motivation varies for people to both learn about politics and seek 
out political information. Factors like political interest also drive motivation to learn about 
politics (Converse 1964; Luskin 1990). But motivation is also important in connection to media 
sources because individuals will seek out politically-oriented media like hard news if they are 
motivated to learn about politics and will also pay more attention during their education to 
political information if they have the motivation to do so (Baum and Jamison 2006).  
 An important implication of the varying levels of political knowledge is that much of the 
discipline’s understanding of the unequal distribution of knowledge and sources of information 
comes from a different media environment. Without accounting for changes in the media 
environment like the rise of social media, the theories about information processing and sources 
are incomplete. Ultimately, each individual in the United States will have different opportunities 
to access political information, varying levels of motivation to seek this type of information out 
from a variety of sources, and differing abilities to access information about politics, all of which 
creates knowledge gaps among individuals. Yet these observations must be tested in the context 
of today’s media environment, not just that of the 1980s, 1990s, and early 2000s.  
 
Demographics and Political Knowledge  
 Political science scholarship not only examines the influence of individual-level cognitive 
processes and interest in politics but also explores the role of demographics characteristics on 




socially advantaged groups in society tend to be the most informed about politics (Althaus 2003; 
Delli Carpini and Keeter 1996). These groups include men, white people, older people, and 
financially stable individuals. This means that women, people of color, young people, and 
financially insecure individuals tend to know less about politics. Not surprisingly, another major 
predictor of knowledge about politics is the amount of formal education one possesses.   
 Scholars have repeatedly documented a gender gap in political knowledge (Dolan 2011; 
Dow 2009; Sabonmatsu 2003; Verba, Burns, and Schlozman 1997). Yet this gap is more 
complex than simply men knowing more about politics than women. Scholars of political 
behavior find people perceive women as less knowledgeable about politics (Huckfeldt and 
Sprague 1995), even if their factual knowledge is the same as men (Mendez and Osborn 2010). 
Additionally, knowledge question wording and the available response options affect findings 
about gendered differences (or the lack thereof) in political knowledge (Mondak and Anderson 
1994). As mentioned previously, the propensity to guess on these questions can influence 
substantive results. In this context, women display a lower likelihood of guessing on political 
knowledge survey questions. If “Don’t Know” is included as a response option, women will be 
more likely to choose “Don’t Know” than guess. By removing the “Don’t Know” response 
option the “gap” in political knowledge between men and women decreases. The gendered gaps 
in political knowledge are also dependent on the type of knowledge being tested with scholars 
arguing that traditional political knowledge represent more masculine domains of politics. Yet 
even with the expansion of knowledge into multiple categories beyond rules of the game 
knowledge, a gap still remains (Barabas et al. 2014). Other demographic characteristics beyond 
gender predict political knowledge levels. Education and socioeconomic status predict who is 




additional political knowledge (Price and Zaller 1993). Additionally, scholars demonstrate that 
race relates to political knowledge (Delli Carpini and Keeter 1996; Hutchings 2001).  
 Demographic characteristic may also influence media preferences. Certain media 
platforms like social media may lead individuals, particularly those who tend to know less about 
politics, to learn more about politics. Alternative media platforms like social media represent 
sites where the user base is potentially more demographically diverse or demographically 
different from more traditional news sources like broadcast television and national newspapers. 
To understand the potentially changing social distribution of political knowledge and possible 
prospects for knowledge gain among various groups in society, we must understand how people 
receive and evaluate information in the current media environment. By not incorporating these 
alternative sources for information political science scholars do not yet have a fuller 
understanding of how and where people get their political information in today’s media 
landscape and how new sources like social media can influence political knowledge among the 
public.  
 
What We Think We Know: Perceptions of Political Knowledge  
 As demonstrated throughout this section, political knowledge has long been a central 
concept in political behavior research. The common scholarly normative assumption regarding 
political knowledge is that individuals should have some level of understanding about politics 
when they make key political decisions. Although objective knowledge is likely assumed to be 
the most useful type of political knowledge for the tasks of democratic citizenship, objective 
knowledge (what people know about politics) is likely connected to subjective political 
knowledge (what people think they know about politics). Objective knowledge about politics 




making. For example, when people decide for whom they will vote in an election they will rely 
on what they actually know about the candidates but also what they think they know. An 
individual might not accurately describe a policy position of a particular candidate but he or she 
is certain he or she understands the issue position of the candidate. In this case, the two types of 
knowledge would not correspond to one another and without measuring objective knowledge and 
perceptions; we might not understand how this individual made his or her political calculation. 
Thus, to determine whether objective political knowledge and subjective political knowledge 
correspond I measure both types of knowledge.  
 Scholars conceptualize subjective political knowledge in several ways. First, some 
scholars think about subjective knowledge as certainty about knowledge (Alvarez and Franklin 
1994) while others contend that perceptions of knowledge constitute how much knowledge one 
believes he or she has on a particular subject (Mondak 1995). Recent research has also examined 
subjective knowledge as overconfidence in one’s objective knowledge (Anspach et al. 2017).  
 Similar to objective knowledge, the media sources individuals use to gather political 
information can affect subjective knowledge. For example, using an innovative quasi-
experimental design, Mondak (1995) finds that the availability of a local newspaper in Cleveland 
compared to the unavailability of a local newspaper in Pittsburgh (due to a newspaper strike) led 
citizens to have different perceptions of their own political knowledge, even though measured 
levels of objective knowledge between the two cities remained indistinguishable. Other scholars 
have examined how reading just a news headline on Facebook, compared to reading the actual 
news article, leads to higher levels of confidence on the news topic, without actually increasing 




 Although all types of media formats have the capacity to influence how much people 
think they know about politics, social media may have a unique capacity to do so for several 
reasons. First, many people are not using social media as a news source but instead perceive that 
the news will find them (Gil de Zúñiga et al. 2017). Second, people tend to skim political stories 
on their social newsfeeds and in some cases actively try to avoid political news coverage, which 
could make people think they have learned something about politics when they actually have not 
(Bode et al. 2017). Third, political information on social media websites like Facebook is 
combined with many other types of information that are not “news” related (Pew Research 
Center). If social media is a unique news source that increases what people think they know 
about politics (and if this affects certain groups more or less) this outcome could affect 
subsequent political behaviors beyond political knowledge such as political attitude formation, 
voting, and civic engagement activities.  
  Political knowledge is a crucial concept for understanding political behavior. However, 
there is more than one way to conceptualize or measure knowledge about politics. Political 
science research tends to rely on a singular way of thinking about knowledge and devising proxy 
variables of knowledge for survey research.  However, these proxy measures do not fully 
represent political knowledge as a construct. Political knowledge can be multidimensional and 
dynamic and thus our measures of political knowledge should be as well. Political knowledge 
research also demonstrates the importance of individual characteristics as predictors of 
knowledge. Yet the conditions of the information environment and the nature of the task also 
matter for the types of knowledge scholars should expect individuals to possess. Lastly, objective 
knowledge of politics connects to what people think they know about politics (in terms of both 




between objective knowledge and perceptions of knowledge. I examine multiple types of 
objective political knowledge in addition to subjective knowledge within the media context of 
social media. The next chapter develops a new conceptualization of political knowledge through 
a typology of knowledge. In the next section, I describe the paradox of political knowledge in 
today’s media environment. 
 
 
Political Knowledge and Exposure to Information: The Case for Social Media  
 The rise of the Internet during the 1990s and early 2000s led many scholars, media 
critics, and other individuals to describe the potential for equal access and availability of 
information to social groups within our society (Pavlik 1994; van Dijk 2000; Wellman and Gulia 
1999). Empirical evidence has demonstrated that this is not the case. No “new media” form is 
ever truly new; embedded in each new format are features of past and present media forms, 
including those formats that came about in the so-called digital revolution. 
Remaining skeptical that any medium provides a cure for individuals’ political ignorance 
and disengagement is important; however, we should not dismiss social media as having little 
influence over political life and democratic citizenship. Thus far, political science research has 
not wholly incorporated social media into theories of political behavior. Yet to assess the 
prospects for knowledge gain among various groups in society, an understanding of social media 
exposure is key.  
People are increasingly relying on social media as way to get political information. 
Observational data suggest that individuals are supplementing their news diets or even replacing 
their previous media consumption habits with social media as a news source. In the social media 
environment people are receiving political information from a complex algorithm of family 




some ways an extension of traditional social networks, but they also represent a major shift in 
information consumption and evaluation. Understanding political knowledge and citizen 
competence in the current media environment means incorporating new forms of information 
gathering into theories of political behavior.  
Social network research in political science examines how people’s networks of friends, 
family, coworkers and acquaintances distribute information about politics. Political discussions 
from one’s social networks deliver information from the bottom-up with individuals distributing 
information to other individuals. The media deliver news from a top-down approach of 
gatekeeping and standards of the profession. Taken together social networks for political 
discussions and the media are primary sources political information and subsequently for 
political knowledge among the public. Yet current approaches to understanding information 
distribution neglect to distinguish social media as both a social network for discussion and a 
media platform for news. News shared directly by friends and family is not the same as news 
from sources like newspapers and television, nor is it synonymous with informal political 
discussion. How individuals get information about politics matters, and by ignoring an 
increasingly important media form we lack a theoretical approach to social media as a new 
media form and empirical evidence about the influences of social media on political knowledge. 
In this section, I offer a new way to think about the connection between political knowledge and 
social media exposure.  
 The first part of my theoretical approach is the integration of incidental exposure as an 
increasingly important mechanism for receiving political information. One major media platform 
in the current media environment that incidentally exposes users to political information is social 




evaluate, and obtain information about politics. Although the establishment of social media 
platforms like Facebook did not start as a place where people share political information and 
discuss politics, they have become a source for news for many people. Thus, the omission from 
much of the political behavior research is important because social media as a unique news 
source likely has consequences for key political behaviors, attitudes, and information processing. 
The initial studies that have attempted to link social media with political knowledge have only 
explored these connections for specific types of users and narrow types of political knowledge 
such as rules of the game knowledge (Richey and Zhu 2015) or knowledge about presidential 
debates (Gottfried et al. 2017). We currently lack a theoretical approach that directly connects 
social media use to multiple types of political knowledge and assesses the tasks of democratic 
citizenship that social media can both help and hinder. Social media are likely more beneficial in 
helping individuals gain knowledge about certain aspects of politics more than others. Therefore, 
we should consider an approach that specifies the tasks and demands of individuals in terms of 
political knowledge from alternative sources like social media.  
 Several comparisons are critical for this theoretical framework. First, rather than only 
examining social media use, I draw comparisons between media formats, media behaviors, and 
media users. For some individuals, social media will be a primary media resource for political 
information. For others, social media will supplement traditional news sources like newspapers 
and television. In addition, some individuals will not engage with social media at all as an 
information source. To understand how exposure to information works, we must understand the 
different ways in which people use social media rather than only examining a single group of 




 Second, I compare several types of political knowledge as the key dependent variables of 
my dissertation. In political science research, we tend to measure political knowledge as factual 
knowledge about institutional rules and correct identification of political actors. However, this is 
just one way to conceptualize knowledge about politics. In the next chapter I describe and assess 
a political knowledge typology that reconceptualizes the categories of political knowledge. To 
preview these distinctions, objective civics political knowledge should be conceptualized as 
factual knowledge about both the dynamic and static components of politics. For example, once 
an individual knows there are usually nine justices on the Supreme Court he or she will not need 
to learn this information again; the information is relatively static. However, if people are 
expected to follow a presidential campaign over many months, the information they are expected 
to know will likely change over time; the information is dynamic. Therefore, throughout this 
project, I focus on the comparison of civics political knowledge (static knowledge) and current 
events political knowledge (dynamic knowledge). I expect that social media may be better at 
informing people about current political affairs since much of what is shared is current events 
related news coverage. I do not necessarily expect that social media will increase objective civics 
political knowledge. The types of political information shared through social media tend to be 
breaking news about current events. If this is the case then shared through social media tends to 
be about the game, not necessarily the rules of the game. Thus, I expect that social media use has 
the potential to increase knowledge about changing facts and current events at a higher rate than 
civics political knowledge.  
 Third, social media use influences not only what individuals actually know about politics 
but also what they think they know. Exposure to information from press sources has the potential 




individuals to dynamic facts and information about politics. Certain media sources may be more 
or less likely to change people’s subjective political knowledge in ways that comport (or not) 
with their objective political knowledge. Throughout this project I test and incorporate measures 
of subjective political knowledge as a key variable and distinct type of political knowledge. 
Integrating subjective political knowledge into theories of political knowledge helps us better 
understand how media sources that incidentally expose people to information, like social media, 
may lead to perceptions of increased knowledge, even if objective knowledge remains the same.  
  Political science scholarship tends to treat social networks as a bottom-up source for 
information based on political discussions and interpersonal influence (Campbell 2013) and the 
news press as a top-down source for information. These sources for information converge in the 
sphere of social media. Reliance on social networks and media can lead to increased knowledge 
about politics. Without seriously considering the influence of social media, political scientists are 
failing to study how social media use shapes knowledge about politics. As social media 
platforms become an increasingly relied upon resource for political information and 
communication, political scientists need to understand how the structural features of social media 
(such as incidental exposure to information) influence what people know about politics and what 
they think they know. These findings will be important for political behaviors such as voting and 
civic engagement. Through survey and experimental methods and building upon existing work in 
communication, political science, and information science, my dissertation assesses how 









CHAPTER 3: THE PROBLEMS WITH POLITICAL KNOWLEDGE 




  Political science scholarship has long focused on how to best measure and conceptualize 
factual political knowledge. This emphasis is evidenced by the abundance of work dedicated to 
validating political knowledge measures (Barabas 2002; Delli Carpini and Keeter 1996; Mondak 
2001). Through this process, certain measures have become the norm and continue to be 
included in many studies of political behavior. The types of measures developed in the 1980s and 
1990s that are still used today may have been satisfactory in a top-down media system. Yet this 
process of finding the best and easiest measure of political knowledge has not necessarily 
equipped scholars to understand political knowledge in the current media environment. In this 
chapter I first reconsider three potential problems in the literature on knowledge and media 
exposure that affect our understandings of how political knowledge works today. These 
problems include dimensionality, media fragmentation, and polarization. I assess why standard 
approaches to measuring and conceptualizing objective political knowledge are important to 
reassess in today’s political and media consumption environment.  
 Second, I present a case for including subjective knowledge in studies of political 
behavior as a distinct type of political knowledge. When individuals rely on political knowledge 
to engage with the political system, they are often using what they think they know about politics 
rather than what they actually know. Thus, political knowledge not only encompasses accurate 
recall of political facts (objective political knowledge) but also people’s perceptions of their own 
knowledge (subjective political knowledge). Additionally, the capacity for subjective knowledge 
to increase among the public in different ways than objective knowledge may be especially likely 




knowledge may not have been as important in previous media systems because of the top-down 
media system structure where the most informed people had to engage with news sources in 
some capacity in order to subjectively feel informed. However, in an increasingly fragmented 
and polarized media environment there may be a growing incongruence between the mass 
public’s levels of objective and subjective political knowledge.  
 Third, existing measures of political knowledge focus primarily on measuring what the 
public knows about the government is, not necessarily on what the government does. This focus 
tends to capture people’s factual understandings of civics political knowledge rather than how 
people understand the current events of politics. Assessing both civics and current events 
knowledge can provide a broader approach to understanding what the public understands about 
politics. This approach may be especially important within a fragmented media system where 
individuals receive a wide range of information from a variety of sources. In addition, the 
congruence (or lack thereof) between the objective and subjective components of civics and 
current events knowledge may shift in the current media environment. A knowledge typology 
that incorporates both knowledge content and knowledge type may be an improved option for 
developing a more holistic approach to understanding political knowledge.  
The “problems” that affect how scholars understand political knowledge have not led to a 
fundamentally wrong understanding of political knowledge, but rather, they are issues that 
should be reassessed in light of an increasingly polarized and fragmented media system. 
Ultimately political knowledge is a variable that is far too important to leave unmodified in a 
changing media system. To better understand how people gain and use political knowledge in the 
current media system, several prior assumptions built into the political knowledge literature are 





Generally, scholars of political behavior have relied on a methodologically efficient and 
robust way of measuring political knowledge. Following the work of Delli Carpini and Keeter 
(1996) and others, this process has led to the now common reliance on a brief and replicable 
political knowledge survey battery. Undoubtedly there are clear advantages to this practice. 
Scholars can incorporate a short set of survey questions into their studies and use the same 
questions across studies of political behavior. However, there are several disadvantages to this 
approach for studying and measuring political knowledge 
Throughout this section I specifically focus on problems that affect how scholars 
understand political knowledge. Three central problems with relying on traditional measures and 
conceptions of political knowledge in the current media system are dimensionality, media 
fragmentation, and polarization. In this section I summarize the “received wisdom” about each of 
these problems and offer an approach for addressing these issues when studying political 
knowledge in the current media environment.    
 
Dimensionality   
 The general understanding regarding the dimensionality of political knowledge is that we 
can conceptualize it as a unidimensional construct.11 Once political behavior scholars sought to 
determine what the American public knows and understands about politics, many terms were 
introduced to describe these constructs. In a report assessing the information items on the 1989 
NES Pilot Study and 1990 NES Delli Carpini and Keeter (1996) quote Zaller who states:  
 
                                                        
11 Though this is not to say that all scholars do conceptualize knowledge this way or argue it is 
the only knowledge domain (Althaus 2003; Gilens 2001). For example, Gilens (2001) argues that 





Variables purporting to measure “political awareness,” “political expertise,” “political 
sophistication,” “cognitive sophistication,” “political information,” “political 
involvement,” “media exposure,” and “political interest” appear regularly in the public 
opinion literature and are used (along with education) more or less interchangeably to 
explain the same general family of dependent variables (1990, 126).  
 
 
Starting with this premise, Delli Carpini and Keeter note that the “solution” has become using 
factual knowledge as the primary measure of political sophistication. From this point forward, a 
great deal of the literature became dedicated to the best practices for conceptualizing and 
measuring political knowledge.  
One of the debates surrounding political knowledge as a key variable related to whether it 
is a multidimensional or one-dimensional construct. In general, scholars have relied on the 
assumption that political knowledge is a unidimensional variable for several key reasons. In their 
seminal work on political knowledge, Delli Carpini and Keeter (1992;1996) argue that political 
knowledge can be reasonably construed as unidimensional. They note that although research on 
political knowledge has produced mixed results on dimensionality (Almond 1950; Bennett 1990; 
Iyengar 1990; Zaller 1986), political knowledge can be arranged along a single dimension. In 
their NES report on knowledge measures Delli Carpini and Keeter (1992) argue that political 
knowledge can more specifically be described as a set of highly intercorrelated factors. These 
factors include substantive issues, institutions and processes, political leaders, and partisan 
politics. 
 Delli Carpini and Keeter (1996, 147) argue that the biggest case for multiple dimensions 
of knowledge is between national and local politics. But if scholars are primarily interested in 
general political knowledge related to national politics (which most are), they should 
conceptualize knowledge as a unidimensional construct. Although Delli Carpini and Keeter 




multiple dimensions of knowledge should be general knowledge vs. domain-specific knowledge 
(Iyengar 1990).  
Scholars often implicitly or explicitly consider political knowledge to be a 
unidimensional construct, but some scholarly research on political knowledge has called this 
assumption into question. For example, Krosnick (1998) used Delli Carpini and Keeter’s data to 
argue against their conclusions regarding unidimensionality. He contends that their data 
demonstrate political knowledge is a multidimensional construct. Other theorize that general 
political knowledge is just one dimension of overall political sophistication with other 
dimensions being political salience and political conceptualization (Neuman 1986) or part of a 
larger often multidimensional political belief system (Luskin 1987). 
 The arguments for unidimensionality may be a function of the media environment that 
existed when political knowledge became a prominent variable in the political behavior 
literature. For instance, early findings assessing the link between media exposure and knowledge 
demonstrated political knowledge was a better predictor of political behavior than media 
exposure (Price and Zaller 1993). However, these arguments may not hold in the current media 
environment. While Delli Carpini and Keeter (1996) were agnostic regarding the facts that 
people should know about politics, other scholars like Lupia (2016) have argued that to 
understand political knowledge among the public we must define the tasks of democratic 
citizenship including what people should know about politics. However, what facts constitute 
general political knowledge may be more difficult to discern in the current media system 
compared to the media environments of the past. If this is the case, multiple types of political 
information may more fully comprise general political knowledge. Reassessing the effectiveness 




more fully understand the types of political information people gain from different media 
sources.   
 
Media Fragmentation 
 The general understanding of media exposure and political knowledge is that if people 
pay attention to the news they will receive roughly similar information and have higher 
knowledge levels compared to people that do not pay attention to the news. During the 1980s 
and 1990s the media system could generally be characterized as a top-down system with elite 
news organizations providing information to the public via newspapers, radio, and television. 
Scholars could reasonably assume that people were receiving similar information about national 
politics regardless of the source (Price and Zaller 1993). The national news of the day would be 
reported on television, radio, and newspapers with a largely objective approach to covering the 
issues (Prior 2007).  This information from political elites and the media would filter down to 
individuals who would either receive this information and acquire knowledge or not receive this 
information and thus be uninformed. Knowledge measures could then capture the public’s 
knowledge about politics, particularly in the areas of key political actors and institutional rules. 
But today’s media environment is increasingly a mix of top-down and bottom-up news sources 
where media exposure is no longer a single dimension that can be easily measured and 
understood. Rather, the media ecosystem is continually becoming more fragmented and people’s 
media diets no longer look similar to one another.  
A new source for political information exposure in the current media system is social 
media. Social media is a unique source for news that is distinctly different from traditional news 




some amount of news from Facebook (Pew Research Center 2017).12 However, people do not 
often use social media explicitly for news and political information, yet this information often 
finds them via incidental exposure (Gil de Zúñiga et al. 2017). Additionally, much of the 
political news and information that social media users encounter has been shared their family, 
friends, and acquaintances rather than news organizations and journalists.13  Most social media 
platforms are not generating original news content but rather serve as a pathway to political news 
created by a variety of other sources. The implications for political knowledge may be altered 
with the emergence of social media as an important part of the increasingly fragmented media 
environment. Without assessing these implications, we are left describing a media system that no 
longer exists.  
 Scholarly work in the 1980s and early 1990s explored how political knowledge and 
media exposure relate to one another as predictors of political behavior but also how media 
exposure may predict political knowledge. A central argument during this time arose from Price 
and Zaller’s NES pilot studies (1990) on measuring knowledge, information exposure, and media 
use. In their 1993 Public Opinion Quarterly article, Price and Zaller examine how media 
exposure and general political knowledge predict current news reception.14 Overall, they 
conclude that individuals’ likelihood of learning about current news events is best predicted by 
                                                        
12 But people who use social media to get news are not necessarily ignoring more traditional 
sources. For example, about one-third of Facebook users say they often get their news from local 
television and news organization websites (Pew Research Center 2017). 
13 Given proposed changes to the Facebook newsfeed algorithm this process of receiving news 
content from family and friends is likely to increase in the coming months and possibly years 
(Hern 2018)  
14 Price and Zaller measure news reception by asking respondents if they recognize an event (yes 
or no) and if yes, they ask them to describe what they know about the event. If the respondents 
demonstrate some amount of knowledge they are considered to have current affairs knowledge 





their individual-level general political knowledge. However, Price and Zaller do not analyze how 
general political knowledge and current news reception correlate with one another: they simply 
focus on current events knowledge as the outcome and general political knowledge as the 
explanatory variable.  
 Price and Zaller argue that media use and knowledge are likely interdependent variables. 
In operationalizing the key theoretical relationship between media exposure and political 
knowledge, Price and Zaller argue against the validity of self-reported news exposure measures 
and instead argue that knowledge recall is the preferred way to measure media exposure. They 
argue that generally, regardless of self-reported levels of mass media use, an individual who is 
generally well informed about politics will tend to be well informed about whatever the news 
media chooses to cover (i.e. current affairs knowledge). For Price and Zaller if these variables 
are interdependent they may be interchangeable in empirical analyses of political knowledge. 
That is, people exposed to information from the media will display higher levels of political 
knowledge, and people who do not attend to political news will know far less about politics. For 
individuals who are exposed to news and have high levels of general political knowledge they 
will have higher levels of current affairs knowledge since this type of knowledge is picking up 
how well people paid attention to current events.  
 Scholars have also emphasized several issues with measuring media exposure and using 
it as a key predictor (Dilliplane et al. 2013; Prior 2009a; Prior 2009b; Zaller 2002). Price and 
Zaller highlight the difficulties of measuring media exposure in their report on expanded self-
reported media measures in the 1989 NES pilot study. They share their concerns with scholars 
that media exposure measures are often too broad, ask about too few media options, are 




social desirability biases.15 In this report Price and Zaller conclude that self-reports of media 
exposure are rather poor indicators of news receptions. These conclusions, along with their 
empirical results summarized above, motivate their argument that knowledge recall is the 
preferred measure of news reception.16  
 In addition to the work on problems with measuring media exposure, debates exist about 
how to best interpret results that rely on media exposure measures. For instance, Bartels (1993) 
has often been assumed to be arguing that media exposure is simply too noisy to be a useful 
variable for social science research. However, in actuality his argument is that media effects are 
present and are much larger than scholars previously thought (i.e. during the so-called era of 
minimal effects communication model). Following his analysis of the 1980 NES media exposure 
data, Bartels underscores that noisy measures of media exposure and other key variables for 
political behavior research may lead to the conclusion that these key variables are largely 
unrelated to each other. Yet the main driver of the appearance that nothing is happening may be 
the noisiness of the measures when in fact media exposure does contribute to important 
outcomes like political knowledge.   
 Taken together, these previous scholarly debates on media exposure and knowledge 
centered on the potential issues of measurement and interpretation of media exposure, as well as 
the usefulness of using knowledge as a better explanatory variable compared with self-reports of 
media exposure. Yet these arguments occurred within a media system where scholars could 
                                                        
15 More recent work has highlighted similar issues such as the cognitive workload in recalling 
media exposure (Schwarz and Oyserman 2001). Others (Dilliplane et al. 2013) have pointed to 
new measures for measuring media exposure such as asking about the specific shows people 
watch or items they read rather than asking about general frequency.   
16 Although Price and Zaller incorporate a type of current events knowledge (or news recall) in 
their study, they only use this variable as an outcome of interest rather than a separate type of 




implicitly assume that people would generally receive comparable political information and that 
the major events covered in news sources would be similar. These assumptions may no longer 
hold in a media system that has fragmented into a variety of sources many of which now fill 
niche, rather than general, roles.  
 Several major changes to the media environment could affect apparent levels political 
knowledge in the American public. First, there may no longer be a common understanding of 
what is considered the news and what is not. Throughout much of the twentieth century, the 
major news stations and newspapers generally discussed the same or similar news stories 
(McCombs and Shaw 1972; Ying 2017). In today’s media environment, the number of television 
news channels and news platforms has rapidly expanded. Because of these changing norms in 
information distribution and reception, we can no longer assume that paying attention to news 
means exposure to the same political information (Tewksbury and Rittenberg 2012). Individuals 
now encounter a system where they find sources that best match their preferences in terms of 
topics discussed, advocacy for certain issues, type of platform, specific viewpoints, and level of 
entertainment (Prior 2007). In this system, political knowledge and media exposure may no 
longer be highly correlated in the same way Price and Zaller originally conceptualized.  
 Second, the top-down information system where information flowed from the elites to the 
masses is no longer the primary way of gaining political information. While news is still 
produced from elite news organizations, individuals now have unprecedented means of 
producing their own news and disseminating it widely through channels like social media 
platforms. In today’s media system people not only receive news from the gatekeepers of news 
organizations or political experts but are also often bombarded with information from a variety 




options to match their preferences for political information. These options may include more 
traditional sources like newspapers and television. But at the same time, many people are 
supplementing their traditional media diet with newer sources like social media platforms. In the 
past political scientists could assume that people who followed the news would generally be 
fairly informed about the same political topics. However, this assumption may no longer hold in 
an increasingly fragmented media system that contains a variety of sources, multiple flows of 
information, and looser gatekeeping practices.    
There are many changes and factors of this new media ecosystem that are worth 
exploring but I specifically focus on social media as a channel for changing practices of 
information dissemination and the potential procurement of knowledge among the public. 
Although media use and political knowledge may have been interchangeable in the media system 
of the 1980s and early 1990s, this conclusion may not hold up in today’s media environment.  
 
Polarization  
 The general understanding of increased political polarization among elites and ordinary 
citizens is that this process has created more opportunities for people to exist in media bubbles or 
echo chambers. Within these spaces, individuals will only receive political information that 
matches their political preferences. In terms of political knowledge, polarization may lead people 
to become further entrenched in their own perceptions and opinions rather than being open to 
new information. Yet we do not fully understand how the current media environment, 
specifically when information is frequently shared via social media, affects political knowledge. 
Using social media as a source for political information (whether intentionally or incidentally) in 
an increasingly polarized political and media environment may influence not only objective 




subjective knowledge may be even more important in previous media systems. This is not to say 
that subjective knowledge has not always existed, but the characteristics of a media environment 
where social media has become a way of sharing information may drastically increase 
individuals’ subjective knowledge, compared to previous news sources like television and 
newspapers. Ultimately, increased polarization among the public, possibly stemming from a 
fragmented media environment, may not only influence what people know about politics but also 
what they think they know.  
  Political behavior variables that are similar to (and likely linked to) subjective 
knowledge are often studied separately from political knowledge. These variables include 
competence, confidence, political efficacy, need for cognition, and need for closure (Bennett 
1997; Lee and Matsuo 2018; McKinney and Rill 2009; Reichert 2010; Weber and Koehler 
2017). Whether these variables are interchangeable with subjective knowledge remains 
unknown. In addition, these variables are often not theorized as a distinct type of political 
knowledge, but rather as concepts that may be somewhat connected to factual knowledge. 
Subjective knowledge should be conceptualized as a distinct type of knowledge and it also serves 
as an important and useful comparison to objective knowledge. Understanding subjective 
knowledge as a distinct type of political knowledge is especially important in an increasingly 
polarized political environment where affective polarization among the public may influence not 
only their factual political knowledge but also, and perhaps more importantly, their perceptions 
of their knowledge.  
 
Subjective Political Knowledge 
Motivation  
 If individuals are asked how much they know about politics, they are really being asked 




subsequently telling people how much they actually know, people may be partially relying on 
subjective political knowledge to engage in politics, without having a clear sense of their own 
objective political knowledge. Yet political behavior scholarship has tended to focus much more 
on objective knowledge as a predictor of political behaviors and participation in politics 
compared to subjective political knowledge.  
Objective knowledge has become easy to measure. We take a set of somewhat agreed-
upon questions, include them in behavioral studies, and test how accurately respondents answer 
the questions. Using these objective knowledge measures, scholars have gained an understanding 
of who tends to have higher levels of factual knowledge and what behaviors being a more 
informed citizen predicts. But when people are actually deciding if and how to participate in 
politics and to use their knowledge in making these decisions, they are likely not only relying on 
what they objectively know about politics but also, and perhaps more importantly, what they 
think they know about politics. Relying solely on measures of objective political knowledge we 
may be missing an important type of knowledge that is unrelated with traditional knowledge 
measures. By measuring and distinguishing between both objective and subjective political 
knowledge we can start to understand the types of knowledge people gain from media exposure 
and also how they use these knowledge types to engage (or not) in politics. As political 
information becomes more easily accessible from a wider range of sources, subjective political 
knowledge may increase while objective knowledge remains the same. By not accounting for 
subjective political knowledge as a distinct type of political knowledge we lack a more 







Subjective Knowledge and Social Media  
 In the current media system, subjective knowledge may be even more readily attained 
than in previous media environments due to increased polarization and a continually fragmenting 
media landscape. Individuals have long had perceptions of their own knowledge, but in previous 
media systems these perceptions may have corresponded fairly well to their actual knowledge. 
People who sought out political information through political discussions and news sources 
would likely have higher levels of objective knowledge and would perceive that they had a fairly 
good understanding of politics. Unfortunately, difficulty exists in trying to test these claims 
through empirical evidence without over time estimates of both objective and subjective political 
knowledge. What can be done is understanding and comparing objective and subjective 
knowledge in today’s media environment. Certain features of a media environment where people 
increasingly rely on social media for news and political information may increase individuals’ 
subjective knowledge or widen the gap between people’s objective and subjective political 
knowledge. 
 One of these features is incidental exposure to political information and news (Baum 
2003; Downs 1957; Prior 2007), particularly in the realm of social media (Kim et al. 2013; 
Valeriani and Vaccari 2016). In a media environment where individuals have a myriad of 
available options for news, entertainment, and social networking they will likely be exposed to a 
great deal of information, some of which is about politics. In this kind of media environment 
there will be a lack of consensus about what counts as the news and the most important political 
topics. Additionally, while people may be more likely to see or come across political 
information, they may not pay as much attention to it in a system where many pieces of 
information available through all types of sources and platforms. If individuals are exposed to 




think they know more about politics than they actually do. Merely seeing a small piece of 
information (for example, in the form of a headline or couple sentences about the topic) amongst 
non-political information may be enough to broadly stick in people’s minds but not enough to 
actually know and understand the topic at hand. Mere exposure to political information may have 
a greater impact on subjective political knowledge compared to objective political knowledge. 
For example, on social media platforms like Facebook and Twitter people see a short headline or 
preview of an article when scrolling through their newsfeeds. This short exposure to a piece of 
information may make people feel informed about an issue when they actually are not. Thus, 
perhaps, one of the reasons for the relative stability of objective knowledge among the American 
public in an ever-shifting media environment is because the kinds of people who were politically 
informed in the past remain the types of people who are politically informed today. Yet, there 
may be increased subjective political knowledge in a system where people are repeatedly 
exposed to small bits of political information, whether they care to see this information or not. 
Expanding our understanding of what objective knowledge is and including a comparison of 
objective knowledge to subjective knowledge may provide a more substantive picture of political 
knowledge in the current media system.   
 
Categorizing Objective and Subjective Political Knowledge 
 Contextual features of the media environment, like exposure to information, influence 
whether and how people receive and evaluate information about politics. Similar to objective 
political knowledge, subjective political knowledge is unlikely to be equally distributed across 
individuals in the United States. Additionally, objective and subjective knowledge do not 
necessarily have to correspond with each other though in some cases they likely do. Below I list 




Table 3.1: Correspondence between objective and subjective political knowledge  
 High objective   Low objective 
High subjective   Well-informed  Blowhard 
Low subjective  Wallflower Ill-informed 
 
The correspondence between objective knowledge and subjective knowledge is implicitly 
assumed in the political knowledge literature. Without explicitly saying so, scholars likely expect 
that people with high levels of objective political knowledge will think they are well informed 
(i.e. they will have high levels of subjective knowledge). People who have low levels of 
objective political knowledge will think they are ill-informed (i.e. they will have low levels of 
subjective political knowledge). If this is always the case, then subjective knowledge may be 
insignificant. What we are not fully accounting for are the “off-diagonals” (i.e. people high in 
objective knowledge and low in subjective knowledge and vice versa). These are people who 
may think they are knowledgeable but are not (the blowhards) or they are knowledgeable but 
think they are not (the wallflowers). Individuals who fall into these categories may behave 
differently and the effects of political knowledge for these individuals may be unlike the results 
political knowledge generally predicts. If we rely only on measures of objective political 
knowledge without accounting for subjective political knowledge we cannot fully understand 
what people know and what they think they know about politics and how this correspondence (or 
the lack thereof) affects subsequent political behaviors.  
Whether an individual is well-informed, ill-informed, a blowhard, or a wallflower is 
subject to a number of contextual factors and individual-level characteristics. One contextual 
factor is exposure to information. How individuals receive political information, such as via 




perceptions of knowledge, along with objective political knowledge, will influence the political 
decisions individuals make and the types of political participation acts they in which they engage 
(Bennett 1997, Kaid, McKinney, and Tedesco 2007). For example, high subjective knowledge 
may motivate people to engage in certain political behaviors like participating in a protest or 
contacting their member of Congress, even if they have low levels of objective political 
knowledge. In contrast, people with low levels of subjective political knowledge may not want to 
participate in politics even if they have high levels of objective political knowledge. We 
generally know what behaviors are associated with objective political knowledge, but we know 
less about how subjective political knowledge influences people’s political behavior. For these 
reasons, studying both types of knowledge (objective and subjective) in tandem will not only 
help us understand knowledge gains from information exposure but also subsequent political 
behaviors that people choose to participate in (or not).  
 
Subjective Knowledge and Related Concepts   
 Subjective knowledge is not an entirely new concept. Psychology and political science 
scholars have incorporated such measures into behavior studies. Yet, conceptualizing subjective 
knowledge can be difficult as scholars have referred to the general construct by a number of 
characteristics and psychological traits. Subjective knowledge is likely related to many of the key 
concepts from political psychology research, and in some cases, may be synonymous with them. 
Currently, there is not an agreed-upon or clear definition of subjective knowledge. This practice 
has led to a lack of full integration of subjective knowledge into the political knowledge 
literature. However, there are four broad ways scholars have conceptualized subjective political 




section I summarize these four areas of research and then provide the working definition and 
general measures of subjective political knowledge for this project.  
 Many scholars, whether implicitly or explicitly, associate subjective knowledge with 
political efficacy. Political efficacy is frequently emphasized in the political behavior as a 
predictor of political decision-making, and civic engagement (Verba and Nie 1972). Efficacy is 
often divided between external (feeling like your political actions make a difference) and internal 
(feeling like you understand the political process). Subjective knowledge is aligned more closely 
with internal efficacy.  
Efficacy is often assessed as a possible outcome of media exposure and political 
discussions. For example, Ardèvol-Abreu and colleagues (2017) argue that incidental exposure 
to political information, either through the news or political discussions, can create opportunities 
for internal political self-efficacy. Another major outcome of higher levels of internal efficacy is 
increased political participation. Reichert (2010) argues that subjective political competence (an 
interchangeable term with internal efficacy) is an important determinant for political 
participation and mediates the influence of objective political competences (i.e. objective 
political knowledge). This relationship is especially strong for individuals’ early political 
experiences. However, researchers like Bennett (1997) find an ambiguous connection between 
political knowledge and internal efficacy. Using the 1988 and 1992 NES, Bennett concludes that 
internal efficacy varies according to how well-informed individuals are (people high in objective 
political knowledge). If internal efficacy is related to subjective knowledge, these results may 
indicate that objective and subjective political knowledge do not always directly correspond with 




Other scholars view subjective knowledge as a separate type of efficacy, distinct from the 
usual internal vs. external classifications. For example, McKinney and Rill (2009) incorporate 
political information efficacy into their studies. They measure this through a series of questions 
that gauge how qualified individuals believe they are to participate in politics, if people think 
they are better informed about politics compared to most people, if they feel they have a pretty 
good understanding of the important political issues facing the country, and if they are informed 
enough to help a friend figure out who to vote for in an election. The studies McKinney and 
colleagues conduct using political information efficacy (Kaid, McKinney, and Tedesco 2007; 
McKinney and Rill 2009) focus specifically the efficacy of young voters during presidential 
election campaigns in terms of their voting behaviors and normative views regarding democracy.  
 Some scholars directly reference the lack of correspondence between objective and 
subjective political knowledge when conceptualizing subjective knowledge. For example, Weber 
and Koehler (2017) refer to the phenomenon where individuals feel sufficiently knowledgeable 
to form political opinions even if they lack objective political knowledge as the illusion of 
knowledge, an idea that has been referenced, even if not by this categorization in the political 
psychology literature (Adoni and Cohen 1978; Jung et al. 2011, Park 2001). In their study of 
media exposure and subjective knowledge, Weber and Koehler specifically assess the 
relationship between the comprehensibility of newspaper articles and perceived knowledge 
(general knowledge and how much they knew about a particular political topic), with cognitive 
styles (need for cognition) moderating this relationship. Although they focus specifically on 
newspaper articles, the relationships between other types of media exposure like social media use 
and subjective knowledge may be moderated in the same or different ways by individuals’ 




 Others argue that political knowledge is not divided between objective and subjective 
knowledge but rather should be divided into its two component parts based on cognitive 
psychology – retrieval accuracy and confidence-in-knowledge (Lee and Matsuo 2018). The 
retrieval accuracy (i.e. factual knowledge) component has been studied within political science, 
communication, and psychology much more thoroughly than confidence-in-knowledge (i.e. 
subjective knowledge). Similar to the four types of correspondence between objective and 
subjective knowledge that were highlighted earlier, Lee and Matsuo (2018) use the two 
components of knowledge to form a 2x2 conceptualization of political knowledge based on 
individuals’ levels of confidence and level of accuracy. This conceptualization results in four 
groups – uninformed, partially informed, misinformed, and fully informed. In their case, 
confidence-in-knowledge is measured after each factual knowledge recall question (e.g. how 
confident are you in your response). While this type of knowledge measure connects each factual 
recall question with confidence, it does not provide a broader sense of one’s subjective political 
knowledge. Additionally, these four categorizations classify people by how informed they are or 
are not. These categorizations are connected more to objective knowledge than to how people 
perceive their own knowledge.17  The categorizations do not necessarily help us understand the 
interplay between two knowledge types like objective and subjective political knowledge or the 
potential outcomes on political behavior based on these categorizations.   
A final way to conceptualize subjective knowledge is by topic familiarity. For example, 
some scholars compare objective factual knowledge with prior knowledge by asking if a topic is 
                                                        
17 For example, the categorizations can basically be mapped onto different levels of objective 
political knowledge – high levels of objective political knowledge (fully informed), medium 
levels of objective political knowledge (partially informed), and low levels of objective political 
knowledge (uninformed). The last categorization is people who are confident but have low levels 




new or if the individual already has prior knowledge of the topic in addition to how interesting 
they find the topic (Karnowski et al. 2017). Karnowski and colleagues use this approach to 
knowledge to examine news engagement on Facebook via incidental exposure to political 
information. Overall, they conclude that news engagement, where individuals were incidentally 
exposed to news stories on Facebook, is mostly determined by how interesting study respondents 
rated the political issues and how much they already knew about the issues rather than the social 
component of the Facebook platform (i.e. how they felt about the person who shared the political 
information).  
 In this project, I conceptualize and measure subjective knowledge as a concept that is 
related to but distinct from other central concepts like need for cognition, need for closure, and 
internal efficacy. Although all of these concepts relate to the idea of subjective knowledge, there 
are differences in both measurement and conceptualization of this type of knowledge and the 
behaviors it predicts. Need for cognition measures allow us to differentiate between cognitive 
styles (Cacioppo and Petty 1982). Need for closure assesses how people generally make 
decisions and form their opinions on issues (Webster and Kruglanski 1994). Internal efficacy 
captures how people relate to the political system and whether or not they can make a difference 
in politics. While these all relate to political knowledge more broadly, they do not encapsulate 
how certain people are about their factual (or objective) political knowledge nor how they more 
broadly quantify how much knowledge they have about politics. The overarching 
conceptualization of subjective knowledge in this project is one’s perceptions of their own 
political knowledge. 
 To measure subjective political knowledge, I rely on both a broad and specific measure. 




much they think they know about certain political topics. The second measure captures 
knowledge certainty by measuring how certain a person is in each of their objective political 
knowledge responses. Using each of these measures, I then create a certainty index to capture 
subjective political knowledge. Taken together the measures are not just tied to specific objective 
questions but they also assess individuals’ broader assessments of their own knowledge. In 
addition, I include measures of internal efficacy, information efficacy, need for closure, and need 
for cognition in the empirical studies to better assess the relationship between subjective 
knowledge and its related concepts. Including these related concepts in the analyses helps us 
understand whether subjective political knowledge is different from the “usual suspects” of 
political behavior variables and how subjective political knowledge predicts key behavior 
variables like political participation in distinctive ways compared to variables like efficacy and 
psychological traits.  
 Subjective political knowledge encompasses people’s perceptions of how much they 
think they know about politics and how certain they are in their objective political knowledge. In 
a top-down media system where paying attention to the news is highly related to general political 
knowledge, subjective political knowledge may be fairly inconsequential. But in today’s media 
environment, where people get information from a wide variety of sources and encounter 
political information even when they are not seeking it out, subjective knowledge may increase 
while objective political knowledge remains the same. One new source for political information, 
social media, may be especially likely to influence subjective political knowledge. We cannot 
account for this potential incongruence between objective and subjective knowledge without 




have studied concepts related to subjective political knowledge, we have not fully integrated 
objective and subjective knowledge into assessments of political knowledge.  
 
Knowledge Typology 
 Political knowledge has long been an important concept for scholars of political 
behaviors. How citizens potentially gain knowledge and use knowledge has been instructive for 
understanding many facets of political behavior. Yet many of the assumptions that have been 
implicitly or explicitly built into the conceptualization and measurement of political knowledge 
may no longer hold in a changing information environment. General political knowledge may be 
more difficult to attain in an increasingly fragmented and polarized political and media 
environment. Additionally, we implicitly or explicitly assume that what people actually know 
about politics (objective political knowledge) and what people think they know about politics 
(subjective political knowledge) directly correspond with one another. However, this fragmented 
and polarized media system may lead to a lack of congruence between these knowledge types. A 
final component for a broader understanding of knowledge is reevaluating the content of political 
knowledge. To gain a more holistic approach to understanding political knowledge in this 
changing political and media landscape I present a media typology that addresses a broader range 
of political content that citizens may need and rely on in this media system (civics and current 
events knowledge) and also distinguishes between both factual knowledge and perceptions of 










Table 3.2: Knowledge typology summarized 
 Objective knowledge Subjective knowledge 
Civics knowledge Objective civics knowledge Subjective civics knowledge 
Current events knowledge Objective current events 
knowledge 
Subjective current events 
knowledge  
  
Knowledge Content: Civics and Current Events Political Knowledge    
Generally, measures of political knowledge have focused on a set of questions related to 
government rules and key political actors. Yet political knowledge encompasses what the 
government is and what the government does (Barber 1973). What the government is refers to 
the basic rules and processes of politics. What the government does suggests an understanding of 
current political events. This “dual character” of political knowledge captures what people have 
learned about politics and also how much they pay attention to politics (Neuman 1986, 196). 
Overall the political knowledge literature has focused much more on the what government is 
component of conceptualizing and measuring political knowledge rather than what the 
government does.  
While some scholars argue that static facts (what the government is) constitute general 
political knowledge, others suggest that updating knowledge by obtaining new information in a 
changing political environment constitutes an additional component of political knowledge (what 
the government does). Understanding political current events and the dynamic nature of politics 
may be more or less important for certain tasks of democratic citizenship. If the task is staying 
updated on politics to engage in political behaviors effectively, multiple types of knowledge will 
be necessary, especially knowledge about current political events. Early political communication 
and behavior research pointed to the importance of well-informed citizens who understand 




and McPhee 1954). Similarly, Downs (1957) claims that people need to understand contested 
policies in order to make decisions about politics while also recognizing that there are various 
types of knowledge. More recent work argues for the importance of factual knowledge about 
current events (Barabas et al. 2014; Jerit et al. 2006), especially in an evolving media system 
(Tewksbury 2003), with some scholars emphasizing this type of factual knowledge is more 
important and relevant than institutional and policy knowledge, particularly in terms of 
behavioral outcomes like political engagement (e.g. Schudson 1998). Acquiring current events 
knowledge requires continually updating one’s political knowledge rather than learning static 
facts that do not change over time. Political mobilization and participation by individuals occurs 
when they are aware of what is happening in politics, which often requires some level of current 
events knowledge that is conceptually different from traditional civics-based political 
knowledge.    
 The types of factual knowledge about politics viewed as the most important are often 
linked to existing survey measures of political knowledge. For example, although Delli Carpini 
and Keeter (1996) note the relevance and utility of current events knowledge, they rely primarily 
on conceptualizing knowledge as the rules of the game and key players for two reasons. First, 
because these are the questions that most often appear in surveys and second, because all 
knowledge essentially boils down to these dimensions. Yet the case is still made that rather than 
relying on survey measures to drive conceptualizations of knowledge, political science scholars 
must consider the tasks of citizenship and then build measures based on the types of knowledge 
that are most useful for completing these given tasks (Kuklinski and Quirk 2000; Lupia 2016).  
 Part of understanding politics involves knowing the broad institutional processes, key 




understanding of politics represents the political facts that people are taught in high school 
government and civics classes. Once people learn these facts they will have this type of objective 
political knowledge. Yet, the political landscape is constantly evolving. Understanding changes 
in politics often means getting up-to-date information from sources like news organization. News 
coverage often focuses on dynamic information such as on current affairs compared to static 
information like rules and institutional processes. Thus, both a static and dynamic dimension to 
objective political knowledge exists. Relying solely on a more civics-based or current affairs 
approach to measuring objective political knowledge will only let us assess how much people 
know about a specific content area of politics. Including both types allows us to examine what 
people know about the processes of American politics but also the day-by-day changes to 
politics. Lastly, people will have subjective knowledge regarding both of civics and current 
events political knowledge. What people think they know about these areas of politics may not 
be the same. Taken together, the knowledge typology accounts for two distinct types of political 
knowledge (objective and subjective) in addition to the static (civics) and dynamic (current 
events) dimensions of politics. 
 
Summary 
 Political knowledge has long been a central construct for understanding political 
behavior. Yet, this crucial construct has also attracted criticism in terms of both 
conceptualization and measurement. Over time a fairly agreed-upon conceptualization and way 
of measuring objective political knowledge through a series of proxy measures has become the 
standard practice in political science research. However, many scholars continually point out the 
possible flaws with this approach. Undoubtedly, no measure is perfect and free from criticism. 




worth reexamining in light of a rapidly changing information environment. Several of these 
factors include knowledge dimensionality, media fragmentation, and political polarization.  
 Ultimately, although people know how much they think they know about politics 
(subjective political knowledge), they rarely know how much they actually know (objective 
political knowledge). For many people, what they think they know and what they actually know 
about politics will correspond with each other. This assumption has been implicitly built into our 
understanding of political knowledge more broadly. Yet, we must also consider that objective 
and subjective political knowledge may not always correspond. Standard measures and 
conceptualizations of political knowledge are increasingly missing an important type of 
knowledge that may be uncorrelated with the traditional knowledge measures. The possibility of 
incongruence is perhaps more likely in a fragmented media system where people are exposed to 
political information even if they are not directly seeking it out. Incorporating subjective 
knowledge as a distinct type of political knowledge provides a better understanding of political 
knowledge in the current media environment in addition to helping us understand how and why 
people participate in politics after being exposed to political information.  
 Lastly, the proxies of political knowledge should not be limited to civics-based 
knowledge regarding the rules of government and key political actors. An understanding of the 
changing current events is also important proxy to capture individuals’ understandings of current 
political affairs. This type of knowledge requires continually paying attention to politics and 
understanding the changes that frequently occur in terms of political actors, election outcomes, 
and shifts in public policy. By distinguishing between civics and current knowledge (both in 




political knowledge, one with a focus on what the government is and the other on what the 
government does.   
Political knowledge is a variable that is far too important to ignore in a changing media 
system. The received wisdom regarding political knowledge may no longer hold up in today’s 
media environment.  Relying on the same conceptualizations and measures that were developed 
in a different media system does not help us fully understand how people gain and use political 
information today. Ultimately a more holistic approach that addresses the issues that affect how 
we study political knowledge will help us reassess political knowledge in a changing media and 

























 The knowledge typology developed in the previous chapter categorizes knowledge by 
content (civics and current events) and type (objective and subjective). Through this typology 
individuals can be classified as having high levels of objective and subjective knowledge, low 
levels of objective and subjective knowledge, or high in one and low in the other. Generally, 
scholars implicitly assumed that people high in objective knowledge (usually regarding civics 
knowledge rather than current events knowledge) will also think they know a lot about politics 
and be certain of their knowledge (high subjective knowledge) and that the same will be true for 
people with low objective knowledge (i.e. low subjective knowledge). However, current theories 
do not fully account for people who are high in one knowledge type and low in the other and 
what effect these knowledge incongruences may have on subsequent political behavior 
outcomes. Additionally, the current understanding of how people gain knowledge through 
different media sources does not incorporate how particular new media sources, like social 
media, could lead to growing gaps between objective and subjective political knowledge.   
However, if people who are high in objective political knowledge are also high in 
subjective knowledge and if people with low levels of objective political knowledge also have 
low levels of subjective political knowledge, new measures of political knowledge may not be 
necessary. If both knowledge types are highly correlated and are affected in similar ways by 
different media sources than a knowledge typology and subsequent studies using the typology 
will provide few novel insights for understanding the relationship between media exposure and 
political knowledge. However, if these knowledge types are not highly collinear, then different 




 Sufficient measures of objective and subjective political knowledge are necessary to 
assess the relationship between these two knowledge types. Existing measures of political 
knowledge and media exposure are inadequate resources to understand how media exposure in 
the current media system affects both the content and type of political knowledge people acquire. 
However, these measures can be used to operationalize and develop additional measures of 
political knowledge and media exposure. Existing measures of political knowledge are effective 
for measuring objective civics political knowledge. However, we lack a standardized method for 
defining and measuring objective current events knowledge. Through a series of small studies, I 
develop measures of current events knowledge by relying on the classical test theory originally 
used for the development of objective civics knowledge measures.  
 While new objective knowledge measures build upon the long history of previous 
objective civics knowledge measurement development, subjective political knowledge is mostly 
neglected by the political knowledge literature. Rather than relying on related concepts like 
efficacy, I operationalize and measure subjective political knowledge to be direct counterpart to 
objective political knowledge. Subjective political knowledge is operationalized and measured as 
both quantity of knowledge (how much you think you know) and knowledge certainty. The first 
provides a broad measure of people’s knowledge perceptions while the second provides a direct 
comparison to the objective knowledge indices.  
 Media exposure is often measured by frequency of use and attention paid to different 
media sources like television, the Internet, radio, and newspapers. These existing measures do 




exposed to political information.18 In original survey studies presented here, I incorporate social 
media use as an additional measure of media exposure. In addition, I implement two experiments 
to compare how political knowledge can be gained from exposure to a social media newsfeed.  
 In this chapter, five studies are used to operationalize, measure, and test the knowledge 
typology and new sources of media exposure like social media. The first study replicates 
previous political knowledge research by laying the groundwork for measures of media exposure 
and objective civics knowledge. The second study uses original survey data to develop and test 
measures of objective current events knowledge. The third study starts to assess the relationship 
between social media use and objective political knowledge (both civics and current events). The 
last two studies use experimental data to test how different media types affect objective political 
knowledge and how exposure to political information via social media influences both objective 
and subjective political knowledge.  
 
Operationalizing and Measuring Objective Political Knowledge  
 There are a variety of ways to both operationalize and measure objective political 
knowledge. However, the standard practice often involves using a version of the measures first 
proposed by Delli Carpini and Keeter (1996) that capture general political knowledge regarding 
American politics. Delli Carpini and Keeter (1996) tested many knowledge questions on a range 
of surveys before providing the items that created a standardized index of political knowledge. 
These measures are commonly used in studies of political behavior today.  
 The common measures of political knowledge represent the objective civics knowledge 
component of the proposed political knowledge typology. These measures capture respondents’ 
                                                        
18 Although individuals can certainly be incidentally exposed to political information through 




accuracy in answering a series of general questions regarding political leaders and political 
processes in the United States. When scholars refer to political knowledge more generally these 
are most often the measures they are referencing. In the first study I rely on traditional media 
exposure measures and objective civics knowledge measures to test the relationships between 
media exposure and knowledge.  
 
Study 1: The Relationship between Objective Civics Knowledge and Media Exposure   
 Nationally representative survey data with many participants provides an opportunity to 
study the relationship between the standard measures of objective civics political knowledge and 
media exposure. Study 1 relies on nationally representative survey data from the American 
National Election Studies (ANES) 2012 time-series survey to examine the relationship between 
these two key variables.  
Table 4.1: Study 1 summary statistics 
Study 
purpose:  
Examine the relationship between traditional media exposure and objective 
civics knowledge measures using nationally representative, large-N survey 
data.  
Year N Male Female Mean Age Source 
2012 5,896 48% 52% 48.9 ANES 
 
The ANES survey includes a five-item measure of objective civics knowledge.19  The mean 
score was 3.18 correct answers. The ANES data also include a set of questions regarding how 
people get their news and how much attention they pay to the news. Respondents were asked if 
they get their news from the Internet, television, newspapers, and the radio. They were also 
asked how much attention they pay to news about national politics for each of the media types 
they use (response options include a great deal, a lot, a moderate amount, a little, and none at 
all). Lastly this study includes individual-level variables that are often seen as the “usual 
                                                        




suspects” because they predict important political behavior variables like political knowledge. 
These variables include gender, age, party identification, education, and political interest. The 
following table demonstrates the correlations between objective civics knowledge, media 
exposure, and individual-level characteristics.20  
Table 4.2: Study 1 correlations between knowledge and individual-level characteristics 
 Objective civics knowledge  N 
Frequency of using Internet for news  0.207*** 5,612 
Attention paid to Internet news 0.089*** 4,377 
Frequency of watching TV for news 0.071*** 5,906 
Attention paid to TV news 0.212*** 5,010 
Frequency of reading newspaper for 
news 
0.163*** 5,904 
Attention paid to newspaper news 0.120*** 3,471 
Frequency of listening to radio for 
news  
0.129*** 5,902 
Attention paid to radio news 0.188*** 3,615 
Female -0.157*** 5,912 
Age 0.244*** 5,912 
Republican  0.156*** 5,912 
Education  0.347*** 5,912 
Political interest  0.275*** 5,909 
   
Standard errors in parentheses  
p<0.05**p<0.01***p<0.001  
    
The correlations highlight the significant relationships between media exposure and 
individual-level characteristics to objective civics knowledge. In terms of media exposure, the 
strength of the relationships for exposure to and attention paid to political news varies by media 
type. For example, frequently watching television news is positively but weakly correlated with 
objective civics knowledge whereas attention paid to television news is more strongly correlated 
with objective civics knowledge. However, the opposite relationship is seen for the frequency of 
using the Internet to gather political information and attention paid to news on the Internet. 
                                                        




Additionally, the individual-level characteristics that are often key factors in influencing 
objective civics knowledge are evident here in that people who are more politically interested, 
older, male, and highly educated are more politically knowledgeable. While these correlations 
point to the strength of the relationship between these variables, they do not show how they 
predict (both separately and together) objective civics knowledge. An ordinary least squares 
(OLS) regression is used to test the relationship between individual-level factors, media 
use/attention, and political knowledge. The outcome variable is the index of objective civics 
knowledge. 
Table 4.3: Study 1 regression models 
Variable   Coefficient 
 
 Model 1 Model 2 Model 3 Model 4 Model 5 
Frequency of using Internet 



























Frequency of reading 















Frequency of listening to radio 
































Note: In all models missing data (including NA and don’t know responses) were excluded from 
the analysis, which leads to different numbers of total respondents included in each model.  
 
The regression models demonstrate the strong influence of individual-level demographic 
characteristics on objective civics knowledge. When only media exposure variables (whether 
frequency of use or attention paid to the news) are included in a separate model they are 
predictive of objective civics political knowledge but when all of the variables are included 
together (model 5) the individual-level characteristics are, in this case, much stronger predictors 
of objective civics knowledge than media exposure.21 The fully saturated model highlights the 
importance of attention and exposure in addition to individual-level characteristics on objective 
                                                        
21 Undoubtedly concerns exist regarding multicollinearity of the different variables since they 
relate to one another. 
Table 4.3 (cont.) 
 




      
Frequency x Attention 
(Internet) 
    0.001 
(0.013) 
 
Frequency x Attention (TV)     0.009 
(0.013) 
 
Frequency x Attention 
(Newspaper) 
    0.016 
(0.012) 
 
Frequency x Attention (Radio)  
     
-0.010 
(0.012) 











      
N 5,064 1,688 1,684 5,653 1,618  
R2 0.070 0.047 0.088 0.222 0.287 
Adjusted R2 0.069 0.044 0.084 0.221 0.279 
Standard errors in parentheses 




civics knowledge, even if these interactions between exposure and attention are not significant 
on their own due to high collinearity.    
Overall, Study 1 replicates previous scholars’ analyses by using common measures of 
both media exposure and objective civics knowledge. The results highlight the fairly strong 
relationships between media exposure and individual-level characteristics with objective civics 
knowledge and the strong predictive power of individual-level characteristics on objective civics 
knowledge. However, relying on nationally representative data to understand these relationships 
can only take us so far. In terms of media exposure, more recent surveys like the 2012 ANES 
have included measures of how people often people use the Internet to get political news and 
how much attention they pay to this information. Yet, the “Internet” encompasses a wide range 
of different sources for information like social media platforms, online newspapers, blogs, etc. 
Social media as a distinct media type may not necessarily be synonymous with general Internet 
use. In addition, objective civics knowledge is just one type of knowledge within the proposed 
knowledge typology. Undoubtedly this is currently the most prevalent way to operationalize and 
measure objective political knowledge more broadly. However, by using these data we can only 
understand one type of political knowledge, objective civics knowledge. Relying on nationally 
representative data like the ANES does not allow for an analysis of objective current events 
knowledge or subjective political knowledge.  
 
Measuring Objective Civics Knowledge Summary 
Most studies that include measures of political knowledge are measuring objective civics 
knowledge. Because of the wealth of research on measuring this construct, the small studies in 
this chapter are not focused on creating new measures of objective civics knowledge but instead 




ANES or Pew Research Center often rely on questions that are similar or identical to those that 
Delli Carpini and Keeter (1996) first proposed. The original studies presented in this chapter use 
this same strategy in selecting the objective civics knowledge measures.22 In general, the same 
questions were used in each study unless a fact had changed between the time periods of survey 
administration.23 The questions used throughout the subsequent studies contained a mix of visual 
identification questions and answering basic knowledge questions regarding the operation of 
government. The strategies used for testing and implementing objective civics measures are 
extended in the next study to the development of objective current events knowledge measures.  
 
Study 2: Operationalizing and Measuring Objective Current Events Knowledge  
 In the proposed knowledge typology, measures of objective civics knowledge capture 
how people understand what government is but fail to help us understand people’s 
comprehension of what government does (i.e. political current events). Measures of objective 
current events knowledge are rarely used in political science and have generally not been 
operationalized in a standardized way. Some surveys, like the Pew Research Center’s News IQ 
quiz, allow people to take a quiz and test their knowledge of prominent people and events. 
However, these quizzes do not constitute a full conceptualization of objective current events 
knowledge. Other studies contain questions about public affairs, especially in the context of 
campaigns and elections (Brians and Wattenberg 1996). But these do not represent a 
standardized approach to developing objective current events questions.  
                                                        
22 Surveys like the ANES often vary whether or not questions will be open-ended or contain a set 
of response options. All questions included in these studies contained a set of response options 
rather than a mix of closed and open-ended questions.  
23 The questions used in these studies and in the next chapters were based on the questions used 
in the University of Illinois at Urbana-Champaign political science undergraduate student subject 
pool. These same measures were used in subsequent studies to maintain consistency between the 




 One of the major issues regarding the operationalization of objective current events 
knowledge is that by definition this information is constantly changing and evolving. A correct 
answer to one of these questions could be incorrect a week later depending on what is occurring 
in politics. This is likely one of the major reasons that an agreed-upon set of objective current 
events knowledge measures does not yet exist in the political science discipline. The specific set 
of objective current events knowledge measures will necessarily change from study to study.24 
Yet the general format of the questions can remain consistent across studies. Study 2 relies on 
the reliability scheme used by Delli Carpini and Keeter (1996) but applies the analysis to 
objective current events measures in order to develop a more standardized approach to the 
conceptualization and measurement of objective current events knowledge.  
 
Study 2 Samples  
 The purpose of Study 2 is developing objective current events knowledge measures and 
testing their reliability in comparison to the existing objective civics knowledge measures. The 
data for the second study come from three original surveys. Two of these surveys rely on 
undergraduate students from the University of Illinois at Urbana-Champaign political science 
student pool.25 The third sample comes from Amazon’s Mechanical Turk platform. Similar to the 
student subject pool sample, the Mechanical Turk (MTurk) sample is a convenience sample. 
                                                        
24 For example, I worked with the IRB at the University of Illinois to construct the current events 
measures the week the survey would be sent to respondents. This ensured up to date questions 
that were specific to the time period respondents would be answering the questions (generally 
48-72 hours). 
25 Students received extra credit in their introductory political science courses for their 
participation in the student subject pool. Because most of the students were in introductory 
classes, many of them were not political science majors but of course they were all university 
students enrolled in political science courses which means they likely have higher overall levels 




However, MTurk samples have been found to be much more representative of the population 
compared to undergraduate student samples (Berinsky, Huber, and Lenz 2012).  
Table 4.4: Study 2 summary statistics 
Study 
purpose:  
Develop objective current events knowledge measures and test their reliability 
in order to create a more standardized way to measure this construct.   
Year 
(month) 
N Male Female Mean Age Source 
2015 
(October) 




188 47% 53% 19.8 Student 
subject pool  
2016 
(July) 
704 45% 55% 37 Mechanical 
Turk 
  
Reliability: Objective Current Events Political Knowledge  
 The reliability of the proposed objective current events measures is tested using classical 
test theory (Delli Carpini and Keeter 1996), which was originally developed in education and 
psychology research. Under the assumptions of classical test theory, a measure with a higher 
proportion of true variance to observed variance is considered to be a more reliable measure 
(Lord and Novick 1968). Two of the most common measures are Cronbach’s alpha and item- 
total correlation (the item’s correlation with the total test score). The item-total correlation scores 
demonstrate how well scale items are capturing the overall construct whereas Cronbach’s alpha 
indicates the reliability of all the items together. For example, the item-total correlation for the 
21 knowledge items tested by Delli Carpini and Keeter range from 0.54 at the highest end to 0.19 
at the lowest.26 In choosing the five main knowledge measures, Delli Carpini and Keeter chose 
the items with the highest levels of item-total correlation. Similar to Delli Carpini and Keeter’s 
                                                        
26 Although their intent was not to develop a knowledge scale that captured what people “need” 
to know about politics but rather they developed an index representing different levels of item 
difficulty. Their knowledge index includes items of varying difficulty that produce a range of 




(1996) work, Cronbach’s alpha and item-total correlation scores were calculated to assess the 
reliability of the proposed current events questions.  
 Due to the lack of standardized objective current events knowledge measures and the fact 
that many political behavior studies do not include these items, there are few guidelines on 
operationalizing and measuring objective current events knowledge. One key consideration is 
how “current” the items actually are. For example, other studies that include measures of public 
affairs knowledge may ask about political events occurring within a six month to one year time 
frame. To clearly differentiate between objective civics and objective current events knowledge a 
narrower time frame may be more useful. All of the questions tested here pertained to events 
occurring within the week of survey distribution. Thus, these measures test how up to date 
responses were to events happening right when they were participating in the studies.  
 There are no clear rules about “what counts” as political current events. Undoubtedly 
many political events are happening at one time. Similar to Delli Carpini and Keeter (1996), the 
goal is not creating a scale that represents what people should know or that covers all political 
happenings, but rather to create a representative index that captures the major events of national 
politics at the time of each study. Current events were chosen by studying the front webpages of 
the major newspapers, news organizations, and news magazines to accumulate a list of current 
events.27 The events that appeared in multiple sources were then combined into a list and 
approximately three to five items were used in each study.28 The items not only related to politics 
but also to sports and celebrity/entertainment news as additional measures of current events 
                                                        
27 Some of the items in the student subject pool samples were Illinois-specific questions (i.e. 
sports questions about the Chicago Cubs). However, in the Mechanical Turk samples the 
questions related to national current events since respondents were from all over the United 
States.  




knowledge more broadly. These items were included as a comparison to objective current events 
political knowledge, especially for the process of measurement development.   
 The following tables illustrate the reliability of each objective current events index. Each 
item is tested against the other items to determine the reliability of the overall measures. The 
standardized Cronbach’s alpha is based on the correlations of the items. The standardized 
correlation indicates the correlation of each item with the total score (not corrected for item 
overlap) if the items were all standardized. The next correlation statistic is the item whole 
correlation corrected for item overlap and scale reliability. Lastly, the item correlation is the item 
whole correlation for each item against the scale without the item. In terms of objective current 
events political knowledge, the second and third studies yield more reliable items compared to 
the first study.  
























Sports  0.60      
Item 1 149  0.82 0.81 0.67 0.52 0.45 
Item 2 154  0.77 0.71 0.47 0.37 0.50 
Item 3 154  0.64 0.71 0.47 0.25 0.35 
        
Entertainment  0.35      
Item 1 154  0.65 0.65 0.32 0.19 0.46 
Item 2 154  0.65 0.65 0.32 0.19 0.46 
Item 3 154  0.67 0.67 0.37 0.19 0.45 
        
Politics  0.25      
Item 1 154  0.49 0.59 0.45 0.19 0.28 
Item 2 154  0.44 0.55 0.37 0.13 0.27 
Item 3 154  0.42 0.52 0.27 0.15 0.25 
Item 4 154  0.53 0.37 -0.04 -0.05 0.50 





























Sports  -0.011      
Item 1 188  0.70 0.62 1.32 0.016 0.50 
Item 2 188  0.30 0.58 0.47 0.007 0.21 
Item 3 188  0.64 0.53 -1.64 -0.045 0.49 
        
Entertainment  0.31      
Item 1 188  0.71 0.67 0.38 0.18 0.49 
Item 2 188  0.54 0.67 0.38 0.21 0.30 
Item 3 188  0.67 0.60 0.18 0.10 0.50 
        
Politics  0.47      
Item 1 188  0.64 0.66 0.34 0.24 0.41 
Item 2 188  0.76 0.74 0.52 0.36 0.47 
Item 3 188  0.69 0.70 0.43 0.30 0.43 
 
























Sports  0.29      
Item 1 704  0.70 0.67 0.48 0.21 0.50 
Item 2 704  0.64 0.64 0.29 0.16 0.47 
Item 3 704  0.58 0.62 0.23 0.12 0.42 
        
Entertainment  0.36      
Item 1 704  0.71 0.70 0.44 0.26 0.50 
Item 2 704  0.60 0.61 0.21 0.13 0.48 
Item 3 704  0.68 0.69 0.42 0.25 0.47 
        
Politics  0.45      
Item 1 704  0.67 0.67 0.37 0.24 0.49 
Item 2 704  0.74 0.74 0.52 0.35 0.49 





In general, the reliability of the objective current events measures increases with each 
sample. Several key changes were made from one survey to the next in order to improve the 
measures. Standardization across studies occurred by centering questions around a few broad 
areas. For example, in most cases one item about the upcoming 2016 elections was included as a 
measure. Additionally, one international politics item was included in each study. Also, the types 
of questions in terms of structure and available response options were standardized in the second 
and third samples in order to have all multiple-choice questions with four available response 
options.29 Overall, many of these item-total correlations are on the lower end compared to the 
objective civics knowledge correlations from Delli Carpini and Keeter’s (1996) initial work on 
the best practices for measuring political knowledge. However, similar to their work, the goal is 
not to create a scale with a high level of correlation but rather create an index that taps into a 
representative sample of current events topics that vary in difficulty.30  
 
Measurement Strategy Summary   
 Nationally representative random survey samples of the population do not often include 
measures that test what the public knows about political current events. Part of understanding 
government is not just understanding what the government is but also what the government does 
(Barber 1973). Thus, in the proposed knowledge typology an important counterpart to objective 
civics knowledge is objective current events knowledge. Measuring objective civics knowledge 
has become fairly standardized within the political science discipline. Yet a set of clear 
                                                        
29 Although the reliability increased in the second and third samples this could also be a function 
of the questions being easier to answer when more attention was being paid to political events 
(i.e. during an election season).  
30 Additionally, objective current events knowledge may be more difficult to attain than objective 
civics knowledge because of the dynamic nature of this knowledge content. The answers to the 
questions change over time whereas the answers to the objective civics knowledge questions 




guidelines about designing measures of objective current events knowledge and integrating them 
into studies of political behavior are absent from the literature. In general, choosing a 
representative sample of salient events based on the news of the day (from a range of credible 
sources) serves as one method for creating a fairly objective current events knowledge index 
with varying levels of question difficulty.  
 
Objective Political Knowledge and Cheating  
Creating reliable scales is only one facet of measuring political knowledge. Another 
major issue related to measuring objective political knowledge is reducing the likelihood that 
respondents will look up the correct responses to these questions. Increased opportunities to 
cheat due the growing reliance on online surveys may in fact contribute to decreased criterion 
validity and scale reliability (Luskin and Bullock 2011). Like many surveys today, all of the 
studies used in this analysis were online surveys. Because respondents answer the knowledge 
questions online rather than in-person or via phone, respondents can more easily look up the 
correct answers by simply searching for the correct answer while they are completing the study. 
Scholars have found that higher levels of political knowledge are often associated with online 
surveys, with some arguing it occurs because of the relative ease with which people can cheat 
online (Strabac and Aalberg 2011) and others saying this is due to the composition of online 
survey samples (Ansolabehere and Schaffner 2014). Cheating not only occurs in convenience 
samples but also in nationally representative samples, with high estimates ranging from 13 
percent to 22 percent (Jensen and Thomsen 2014).  However, without direct measures to detect 
rates of cheating (like asking respondents if they cheated) or including some sort of cheating 




 Not surprisingly, a high amount of variation in cheating frequency exists across political 
behavior studies. One of the reasons for this variation is respondent motivation. Clifford and Jerit 
(2016) test cheating intervention measures in a number of different samples and find that 
students have much higher cheating levels compared to Mechanical Turk participants. They 
hypothesize that cheating is more widespread among undergraduate students because they face 
lower opportunity costs and have higher levels of motivation to appear more knowledgeable 
about politics. However, cheating among MTurk respondents is much rarer because they face 
higher opportunity costs for doing so (i.e. not getting paid) and have lower motivation to appear 
politically knowledgeable in an anonymous online study. These differences may be part of the 
reason for the different levels of scale reliability between the student subject pool samples and 
Mechanical Turk sample.  
 As online studies become more prevalent, scholars have offered a range of solutions to 
curb cheating among respondents (Clifford and Jerit 2016). The method used in these studies is 
to reduce social desirability bias by letting respondents know that we simply want to understand 
how much of the information reaches the general public, not how accurate their individual 
knowledge is regarding politics. The following statement was therefore included with each 
political knowledge measurement section of the studies. “Please don't look up the answers before 
answering each question; we want to see how much information reaches the public.” This 
language was included in both the student subject pool and MTurk studies but may have been 
more effective in the MTurk study since MTurk workers seem more receptive to these messages 
and may face increased consequences for cheating, compared to students in the subject pool. 
 Generally, cheating is likely to occur to some degree when respondents are answering 




randomly so even though the knowledge scores are higher than we would expect, this does not 
affect the overall conclusions. However, in some cases the cheating may be systematic, which 
could certainly influence the subsequent analyses. What we know even less about is how 
cheating could potentially influence subjective political knowledge. For example, people may 
have low levels of subjective political knowledge and feel compelled to look up the answers to 
the objective knowledge questions. Alternatively, respondents could look up the answers and 
consequently have high levels of objective political knowledge. Although this study does not 
specifically account for how cheating may influence both objective and subjective political 
knowledge the general characteristics of the knowledge indices are similar to those of other 
political behavior surveys.  
 
The Relationship Between Objective Political Knowledge and Media Exposure  
 Study 2 tests the reliability of objective current events knowledge measures. But these 
reliability measures do not directly compare these items with objective civics knowledge nor do 
they examine the relationship between media exposure and objective current events knowledge. 
Using the measures developed in Study 2, Study 3 incorporates these measures to test these 
relationships in the context of not only traditional media exposure but also social media 
exposure. Study 3 seeks to address how different types of media exposure, in addition to 
individual-level characteristics, influence objective civics and objective current events political 
knowledge. This study draws upon two student subject pool samples from the University of 
Illinois. The first sample was collected during the fall of 2015 and the second was collected in 
the spring of 2016.31    
 
 
                                                        




Table 4.8: Study 3 summary statistics 
Study 
purpose:  
Examine the relationship between the measures of objective civics knowledge 
and objective current events knowledge and news consumption habits.    
Year 
(month) 
N Male Female Mean Age Source 
2015 
(October) 




188 47% 53% 19.8 Student 
subject pool  
 
 
Measuring Media Exposure  
 A major contribution of Study 3 is incorporating media exposure measures as key 
explanatory variables for the outcomes of objective civics knowledge and objective current 
events knowledge. Study 1 relies on a set of media exposure measures where respondents were 
asked how frequently (in terms of days per week) they use different media sources to acquire 
political news and information about politics. The same measures are used in Study 3 to capture 
the news consumption habits of study respondents. However, Study 3 also incorporates a 
measure of how frequently respondents use social media.32  Respondents only answered the 
social media use question if they were social media users but, in both samples, almost all 
respondents reported that they use social media (97%). Respondents were also asked how they 
get most of their political information and news. In the first student sample pool when asked 
where they get most of their information about government and politics, the vast majority of 
students responded the Internet (80%), compared to television (12%), newspapers (5%), the 
radio (0%), or “other” (3%). The results were fairly similar in the second student sample with the 
majority relying on the Internet (75%), compared to television (14%), newspapers (9%), the 
radio (1%), or “other” (1%).    
 
                                                        
32 This is simply a measure of how often respondents use social networking websites, not how 




Objective Political Knowledge Descriptive Statistics  
 Study 3 incorporates the measures of objective civics knowledge and objective current 
events knowledge described in Study 2. The objective civics knowledge measures consisted of 
ten items. In the first sample the mean number of correct responses was 6.96 (sd=2.19). The 
mean number of correct responses in the second sample was 7.27 (sd=2.14). In the first sample, 
five items were used to measure objective current events knowledge while three items were used 
in the second sample. The mean number of correct responses in the first sample was 2.62 
(sd=0.86) and 2.20 (sd=0.92) in the second sample.33   
 
Study 3 Analysis  
 The following analysis assesses the relationship between objective political knowledge, 
media exposure, and individual-level characteristics. Table 4.9 highlights the correlations 
between these variables. The strongest correlations between objective civics knowledge and 
individual-level characteristics are for the frequency of using the Internet for news, political 
interest, and gender (all of these relationships are significant). These sample variables are also 
moderately correlated with objective current events knowledge.  The frequency of using social 
media is negatively correlated with objective civics knowledge in both samples and objective 
current events knowledge in the second sample. However, in the first subject pool sample, social 
media use is positively though weakly correlated with objective current events knowledge (and 




                                                        
33 The mean was much higher in the second sample given the three-item measure compared to 
the five-item measure. This increase in mean knowledge levels could be due to the differences in 
the questions that were used between the first and second sample in addition to politics becoming 
more salient because the data in the second sample were collected during the 2016 presidential 




Table 4.9: Study 3 correlations for individual-level traits, media exposure, and knowledge 





















Frequency of Internet for 
news 
0.397*** 0.237** 0.251*** 0.312*** 
Frequency of TV for news 0.152 
 
0.152 0.034 -0.080 
Frequency of newspapers for 
news 
0.179* 0.224** 0.002 0.016 
 
Frequency of radio for news 0.086 0.224** -0.124 -0.150* 
 
Frequency of social media use -0.116 
 
0.026 -0.073 -0.143 
Political interest 0.514*** 
 
0.300 0.400*** 0.322*** 
Female -0.368*** 
 
-0.043 -0.273*** -0.122 
Age -0.012 
 
-0.062 -0.166* -0.082 
     
N 138 138 169 169 
Standard errors in parentheses 
p<0.05**p<0.01***p<0.001 
 
The regression analysis is similar to Study 1 but now includes objective current events 
knowledge as an outcome variable and also includes the measure of social media exposure. All 














Table 4.10: Study 3 regression results 
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N 138 138 169 169 
R2 0.354 0.145 0.320 0.204 
Adjusted R2 0.317 0.095 0.288 0.167 
Standard errors in parentheses 






In general, the individual-level characteristics like political interest and gender were 
significantly related to both objective civics and current events political knowledge. There is 
only one instance of a media exposure measure significantly relating to objective political 
knowledge wherein a higher frequency of using the Internet for news was positively and 
significantly associated with higher levels of objective current events knowledge (model 4).34 
However, when respondents indicate they use the Internet for news this does not reveal what 
types of source/s on the Internet they are referring to (i.e. social media, online news websites, 
etc). The study does include a measure of general social media use, but the measure of general 
social media use was not related to either type of objective political knowledge in any of the 
models.35  
 Overall Study 3 builds upon Study 1 and Study in several ways. The first is by 
incorporating a measure of social media use with the other measures of media exposure. Second, 
the measures of objective current events knowledge developed and tested in Study 2 were used 
as one of the primary outcome variables in the Study 3 analysis. One of the primary motivations 
for this project is assessing how exposure to political information through media sources like 
social media influences the multiple types of political knowledge from the knowledge typology. 
Yet the survey data from Study 3 cannot fully test how information exposure, especially through 




                                                        
34 There are likely collinearity issues in Study 3, similar to those in Study 1. Assessing the 
correlational relationships and regression results together highlights the role of media exposure, 
especially the frequency of using the Internet for news, and objective political knowledge.  
35 However, social media use was related to broad current events knowledge (knowledge about 
politics, sports, and entertainment). These models are included in the chapter appendix 




Random Assignment of Media Type and Objective Political Knowledge  
 The first three studies rely on observational data. These studies provide some evidence 
that media exposure is related to objective political knowledge (both civics and current events 
knowledge). However, they do not allow us to understand how media exposure assists learning 
about politics. Study 4 starts to assess this relationship by randomly assigning subjects to a 
particular media source (in this case broadcast news or social media) to receive political 
information about a public policy topic. The experiment was conducted with a sample of 
undergraduate students from the University of Illinois at Urbana-Champaign (the second sample 
used in Study 2 and Study 3).  
 
Table 4.11: Study 4 summary statistics 
Study 
purpose:  
Assess how media type influences objective political knowledge when similar 
content is conveyed by different media sources (social media and broadcast 
news).     
Year 
(month) 
N Male Female Mean Age Source 
2016  
(April) 
188 47% 53% 19.8 Student 
subject pool  
 
 
Study 4 Experiment Design  
 The experiment was designed to convey the same political content to subjects while 
varying the source of the political information. In this experiment, subjects in the treatment 
conditions were assigned to political information about a public policy issue. The two media 
types were a broadcast news report or a Facebook newsfeed. Both sources contained similar 
political information but how respondents received the information varied. What also varied was 
how the information was presented. Information was presented just as facts in the broadcast 
television treatment and as a mix of facts and opinions in the social media condition.36 Subjects 
                                                        
36 Part of the motivation for the differences in how content was conveyed was to better replicate 




in the broadcast television treatment watched the newscast on their computers while subjects in 
the social media treatment scrolled through the information via a mock Facebook newsfeed. 
Subjects assigned to the control condition did not receive any political information from a media 
source.  
 The outcome variable of interest in the experiment was objective political knowledge. 
While the previous studies focused on differentiating between objective civics and objective 
current events knowledge, the experiment uses objective knowledge about a public policy issue 
as the outcome variable. The items that comprise the knowledge index are a mix of questions 
that relate to a broad policy area (more akin to objective civics knowledge) and events associated 
with the public policy area (more similar to objective current events knowledge).37 Infrastructure 
policy was used as the political issue for the experiment. Infrastructure is an important political 
issue that is not “owned” by either political party so ideological biases that could affect objective 
political knowledge were likely diminished by the choice of this policy area. Additionally, 
infrastructure policy is an area of politics that people are likely more unfamiliar with because it is 
not a highly salient issue. Because of this there may be more potential for movement on this 
issue because respondents did not necessarily start the experiment with a high level of 
infrastructure knowledge.  
 Respondents received the pre-test questions about infrastructure policy on a survey that 
was sent out several weeks before this experiment. For the experiment students were randomly 
assigned to the control group, the broadcast news treatment group, or the social media treatment 
                                                        
37 Ideally treatments conditions would be designed to match the civics and current events items 
from the survey portion of the study. However, in trying to find television clips and narrowing 
the focus of the issue a public policy issue was used in place of the broader issues related to 




group. The survey questions that each group received after the control or treatment (the first part 
of the experiment) were identical. Respondents were evenly split between the three groups with 
62 respondents in the control group, 64 in the broadcast news treatment group, and 62 in the 
social media treatment group. Following the experiment subjects were again asked the 
infrastructure knowledge questions as a post-test knowledge measure.   
 The broadcast news treatment comes from CBS This Morning clip that briefly 
summarizes a larger report that was set to air on 60 Minutes.38 This clip was purposely chosen as 
an example of a news clip that is neither ideological in nature nor takes a particular political 
stance on the issue. The reporters present an objective summary of the policy issue and use data 
to back up their claims. They do not try to sway the public in a certain direction but rather they 
shed light on an issue that is important to almost all towns and cities in the United States.  
 Both treatments were embedded into the Qualtrics survey, so the subjects did not have to 
go to a different page in order to receive the treatment. For students in the broadcast news 
treatment they immediately watched the video before answering any survey questions. A timer 
was set so that students had to watch at least 4 minutes of the clip before moving onto the next 
part of the survey.  
 The social media treatment was a mock-up of a generic Facebook newsfeed. The 
information was “shared” by users appearing to be friends of the respondent. Stock photos were 
used for the pictures of the friends and names were chosen to appear with the pictures. Each 
Facebook “friend” shared a picture from the news clip about infrastructure in the United States. 
Accompanying each shared photo was text that related to information that was part of the 
                                                        
38 The clip first appeared on November 21, 2014 (a link can be found here: 




television clip. However, rather than just sharing factual information from the video clip some of 
the users shared opinions about infrastructure policy in the United States. The attached 
commentary that relied on opinions varied in the amount of useful information contained in the 
commentary. Some users offered opinions while still sharing relevant information whereas other 
uses shared opinions that contained little relevant information about the policy area.  
 In order to simplify the manipulation, all of the information presented in the newsfeed 
related specifically to the infrastructure public policy area (even more specifically the 
information was based primarily on the CBS news clip). Therefore, the media format and 
delivery of information represent the variation between manipulations, rather than the direct 
content of the information.  
 
Expectations  
 The general expectation was that receiving information from one of the media sources 
(either broadcast television or social media) would increase objective political knowledge.  
H1: Respondents who are not exposed to either media source will have lower levels of objective 
political knowledge.  
 
Between the two, broadcast television was predicted to have a higher degree of influence on 
objective political knowledge compared to social media because information would be presented 
just as facts.  
H2: Respondents who receive information from the broadcast news treatment will have the 
highest levels of objective political knowledge.  
 
Yet, respondents in the social media condition were expected to have higher levels of objective 
knowledge after the experiment compared to those in the control condition who received no 




H3: Respondents who receive information from the Facebook newsfeed will have higher 
objective knowledge scores than those in the control condition, but lower scores than those in the 
broadcast news condition.  
 
 
Measuring Objective Political Knowledge (Infrastructure Knowledge) 
 The index of infrastructure knowledge questions was measured and tested using a similar 
strategy to Study 2. The following displays the reliability for infrastructure knowledge in this 
experiment (Study 4) and the next experiment (Study 5). The first set of measures are for the 
student subject pool sample and the second set are from a Mechanical Turk sample (Study 5). 
Following the initial subject pool test, two more items were added to try to increase the 
reliability of these measures. Thus, two additional questions were added to the MTurk sample 
which almost doubled the alpha score for reliability. Several of the questions have very low 
reliability for the student subject pool but much higher reliability in the MTurk sample making 
the eight-item scale more internally consistent.39  
 






















Infrastructure   0.22      
Item 1 187  0.58 0.59 0.52 0.26 0.47 
Item 2 187  0.32 0.32 -0.03 -0.06 0.49 
Item 3 187  0.22 0.21 -0.24 -0.16 0.50 
Item 4 187  0.48 0.51 0.32 0.16 0.43 
Item 5 187  0.48 0.46 0.20 0.11 0.50 





                                                        
39 The eight-item scale was then used in subsequent MTurk experiments rather than the six-item 


























Infrastructure   0.43      
Item 1 704  0.54 0.52 0.42 0.28 0.50 
Item 2 704  0.36 0.35 0.11 0.07 0.50 
Item 3 704  0.35 0.40 0.13 0.13 0.38 
Item 4 704  0.38 0.41 0.14 0.15 0.40 
Item 5 704  0.37 0.37 0.14 0.10 0.46 
Item 6 704  0.54 0.53 0.28 0.28 0.50 
Item 7 704  0.49 0.49 0.24 0.24 0.46 




Study 4 Experiment Analysis  
 The mean number of correct responses to the infrastructure index before the experiment 
was 2.79 (sd=1.38). Following the experiment there was a slight increase in knowledge with a 
mean knowledge score of 3.16 (sd=1.31).  
 
Table 4.14: Pre-treatment and post-treatment knowledge comparison 
 Control  Social media  Television 
Mean knowledge  
(pre-treatment)  
2.59 3.11 2.65 
Mean knowledge  
(post-treatment) 
2.86 3.29 3.34 
N 62 62 64 
 
Overall the treatment conditions of social media information exposure and television news 
exposure led to slightly higher increases in knowledge. However, the only statistically significant 
differences were between the television and control condition (p-value=0.036), not between the 
social media and control condition(p-value=0.064). The differences in mean scores between the 
television and social media conditions were not statistically significant. As expected the largest 




substantive effects these increases were fairly small and only significant between the television 
and control condition, not social media.  
 
Figure 4.1: Infrastructure knowledge post-treatment 
 
 
Study 4 provides an assessment of how randomly assigning people to a particular media type and 
how information is presented (as either just facts or a mix of facts and opinions) influences 
objective political knowledge. As expected knowledge levels after the experiment were highest 
for those in the television condition, then social media, followed by the control condition. 
However, all of the differences between the conditions were relatively small and only those 
between the control and television conditions were statistically significant.  
 Study 4 starts to answer the question of how different types of media exposure influence 
objective political knowledge. However, the study does not assess the second type of knowledge 
in the knowledge typology – subjective political knowledge. The next study includes an 
experiment with a somewhat similar design while also incorporating subjective political 
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Social Media Exposure and Subjective Political Knowledge  
 The final study, Study 5, relies on an experiment to assess how the way political 
information is presented on Facebook influences both objective and subjective political 
knowledge. There are several key differences between Study 4 and Study 5. In the previous 
experiment (Study 4), some information was presented just as facts (the broadcast news 
treatment) or a mix of facts and opinions (the social media treatment). This design does not allow 
for the untangling of presentation of information and media type. Rather than varying the media 
type and presenting information as either just facts or facts and opinions, in this experiment 
(Study 5) the media type (a Facebook newsfeed) is kept constant across all treatment conditions. 
The variation comes from the way the content is presented. In this experiment, political content 
was presented as either a fact or opinion (though the opinions contain factual information rather 
than misinformation). Additionally, whereas the previous experiment (Study 4) only measured 
objective knowledge as the primary outcome of interest, this study incorporates measures of 
subjective knowledge with the measures of objective knowledge. Lastly, this study relies on a 
larger sample from Mechanical Turk rather than an undergraduate student sample.  
 
Table 4.15: Study 5 summary statistics 
Study 
purpose:  
Incorporate measures of subjective political knowledge in assessing how 
political content shared on social media influences political knowledge.    
Year 
(month) 
N Male Female Mean Age Source 
2016 
(July) 




Study 5 Experiment Design  
 Unlike Study 4, all respondents randomly assigned to a treatment condition received a 
mock Facebook newsfeed. Respondents in the control condition did not receive any political 




shared in the newsfeed related directly to infrastructure. Participants were randomly assigned to 
one of six treatment conditions or the control group. Thus approximately 100 of the survey 
experiment participants were in each treatment or control group. Each treatment condition 
contained a mock Facebook newsfeed. Participants scrolled through the newsfeed in the same 
way a person would with a real Facebook newsfeed. Each newsfeed contained the same 
background information. The background information included non-political information such as 
information about upcoming TV shows and movies, information about the end of the summer, 
Olympic coverage, etc. This information provided a common backdrop for the political 
information included in each treatment. Each newsfeed contained 24 items of background 
information and 12 items of political information. 
The individuals “sharing” the information in the mock Facebook newsfeed represented a 
wide range of individuals based on different demographic traits such as gender, age, and 
ethnicity. Stock photos were chosen, particularly photos that look similar to profile pictures that 
Facebook users typically use. A group of names was chosen by a random name gender based on 
the demographic characteristics of each individual.40  
Differences in how the political content was presented constituted the experimental 
conditions. All newsfeeds with political content contained the same factual information 
regarding infrastructure but differed in how this information was presented. An additional 
newsfeed only contained images with no accompanying content. Lastly, the control group did 
                                                        
40 An example of one of the mock newsfeeds is attached in the chapter appendix (Appendix A) to 




not receive a Facebook newsfeed at all, so they did not receive the background information or 
the political content. The table below summarizes the seven experimental conditions.41 
 
Table 4.16: Study 5 experimental conditions 
 Condition  Summary 
1 Facts Subjects received only factual information 
2 Opinions (A) Subjects received opinions about infrastructure that leaned 
toward the opinion that infrastructure policy is worth 
worrying about in the U.S 
3 Opinions (B) Subjects received opinions about infrastructure that leaned 
toward the opinion that we do not need to be concerned with 
infrastructure policy 
4 Mix of opinions Subjects received a mix of opinions (50% from condition 2 
and 50% from condition 3) 
5 Mix of facts and opinions Subjects received a mix of facts and opinions (50% from 
condition 1, 25% from condition 2, 25% from condition 3) 
6 Images Subjects received the photos from the statuses but no 
accompanying information 
7 Control  Subjects did not receive a Facebook newsfeed 
 
 
Study 5 Key Variables  
 The key outcome variables for the experiment include objective political knowledge and 
subjective political knowledge (both perceptions of knowledge and knowledge certainty). The 
key explanatory variables include the experimental conditions and time spent in each experiment 
condition. Similar to Study 4 objective political knowledge was measured through the 
infrastructure question index (mean score was 4.7 correct answers out of 8 items).42 Following 
each infrastructure policy question participants were asked how certain they were about their 
answer to the question (response options include very certain, pretty certain, not very certain). 
The answers were coded as 1 (very certain), 0.5 (pretty certain), and 0 (not very certain). By 
adding up these responses a certainty index was created for each participant (mean level of 
                                                        
41 Examples of the newsfeed statuses are included in the chapter appendix (Appendix A) to 
illustrate the differences between the experimental conditions.  




certainty = 3.1) One survey question was used to measure general perceptions of infrastructure 
knowledge, “How much do you know about infrastructure policy?” The response options 
included a great deal (42 responses), some (290 responses) only a little (275 responses), and 
nothing at all (97 responses). Time spent on the newsfeed was measured as the number of 
seconds each respondent spent browsing the mock newsfeed (mean = 135 seconds). In this study 
time was used as a proxy variable for incidental exposure. In each treatment group participants 
were not selectively exposing themselves to information about infrastructure by directly seeking 
out this information. Instead, participants were incidentally exposed to the information based on 
random assignment. The amount of time they spent on the newsfeed therefore represents the 
amount of incidental exposure to the information.43  
 
Expectations 
 In Study 5, the political information presented in the social media newsfeeds was 
presented in the form of facts, opinions, and a mix of facts and opinions. The general expectation 
was that the presentation of information would influence both objective political knowledge 
(what respondents know about politics) and also subjective political knowledge (what they think 
they know about politics) measured in terms of both how much they know and how certain they 
are). Political information presented just as facts was expected to lead to higher levels of 
objective political knowledge. Political information presented as opinions was expected to lead 
to higher levels of subjective political knowledge, but not necessarily higher levels of objective 




                                                        
43 The amount of time does not specify which items participants spend most of their time 




Study 5 Analysis  
An analysis of variance (ANOVA) test to determine whether or not the differences in 
means between conditions were significant constituted the first step of the analysis process. For 
these tests, the objective infrastructure knowledge index, certainty of knowledge, and perceptions 
of knowledge are the primary dependent variables. Initial tests demonstrate no main effects for 
the treatment conditions on objective infrastructure knowledge, F(6, 697)=1.53, p=0.166. The 
differences in means from the first ANOVA test (experiment condition and objective political 
knowledge) are plotted in Figure 4.2.    
 




 ANOVA tests were also conducted to test the main effects of the treatments on 
perceptions of infrastructure knowledge and knowledge certainty. There was not a significant 
main effect of the treatment for perceptions of knowledge, F(6, 697)=0.495, p=0.813 or 




However, by incorporating the time variable as a proxy measure for incidental exposure 
to information into the subsequent analyses clear differences emerge between multiple 
experimental conditions. Time is incorporated into the analysis of variance through two different 
methods. The first method relies on incorporating the measure of time spent on the newsfeed into 
the statistical analysis.44 Using an OLS regression, the influence of time on objective policy 
knowledge yields a positive and statistically significant result (coefficient=0.001, sd=0.0002, p-
value=0.016). Thus, when participants spent more time on the newsfeed they gain more 
knowledge about infrastructure. However, this test does not indicate whether there is a 
relationship between time and the experimental conditions.45 Subjective political knowledge is 
also influenced by time. 46 Subjective knowledge is measured as certainty of knowledge and 
knowledge quantity. The relationship between how much people think they know about 
infrastructure and time spent on the newsfeeds is positive and statistically significant 
(coefficient=0.0003, sd=0.0001, p-value=0.034). However, knowledge certainty is not influenced 
by the amount of time spent on the newsfeeds.47   
 Based on the initial results from the second round of tests where time is incorporated into 
the analysis, the next tests provide a second method for incorporating time into the analysis by 
demonstrating whether there are significant differences between the experimental conditions.48 
                                                        
44 The mean amount of time spent on the newsfeeds was a little over two minutes (135 seconds).  
45 An ANOVA test where time is interacted with the treatment conditions demonstrates that only 
the interaction between the “opinions B” (opinions that public policy is not worth worrying 
about) condition and time produce a statistically significant result (p-value=0.007).  
46 Certainty of knowledge and objective knowledge are correlated but the correlation is not 
extremely high (0.37).   
47 An ANOVA test where time is interacted with the treatment conditions demonstrates no 
treatment effects based on time spent on the newsfeed for either perceptions of knowledge, F(6, 
690)=0.555, p=0.77 or knowledge certainty, F(6, 690)=2.106, p=0.051.  
48 A subset of the data is used for this analysis. The subset is based on the amount of time spent 




Figure 4.3 illustrates the ANOVA results for the subset of respondents who spent some amount 
of time with the newsfeed treatments.  
 
Figure 4.3: Treatment Groups and Objective Infrastructure Knowledge (Time Subset) 
 
These tests demonstrate that for this subset, the treatment group has a significant effect on 
objective political knowledge, F(6, 454)=3.36, p=0.003. Tukey’s HSD post-hoc tests 
demonstrate that the treatments that are significantly different in means from another are the 
control and facts groups (p=0.044) and control and facts and opinions (p=0.019). Compared to 
objective knowledge, there are no main effects on treatments for perceptions of knowledge, F(6, 
454)=0.728, p-0.627 or knowledge certainty, F(6, 454)=0.603, p=0.728. These key differences 
                                                        
to spend with the newsfeeds many clearly just scrolled to the bottom of the page and clicked 
continue without looking at the newsfeed. For this subset, I remove the participants who clearly 





offer some evidence that the Facebook newsfeeds with some factual information (whether or all 
factual or a mix of facts and opinions) help individuals to learn more about politics. Perhaps a 
mix of facts and opinions is even more ideal because it keeps people interested in the emerging 
policy area but also provides factual information.   
 Study 5 offers some evidence that the presentation of information shared on social media 
has the capacity to influence objective knowledge about politics. The treatments associated with 
meaningful differences in objective knowledge about infrastructure policy are those that 
contained just facts or facts and opinions mixed together. The treatments with just opinions or no 
information did not lead to significant differences of increased infrastructure knowledge. The 
main effects for the differences between experimental conditions were for factual knowledge, not 
certainty of knowledge or perceptions of knowledge. In this case, the way the information was 
presented affected what people actually know but not necessarily what they think they know 
about the policy issue. Overall, I was surprised to find that social media exposure in the 
experiment influenced objective political knowledge much more than subjective political 
knowledge. Perhaps because the policy issue was unfamiliar to respondents, there was a greater 
capacity to acquire factual knowledge about the topic rather than knowledge certainty. 
Additionally, the differences between the treatment conditions may be so slight that there were 
very few treatment effects overall for this experiment.  
 
Study 5 Limitations  
 There are several limitations for Study 5 (and in some regards, Study 4). First, part of 
what makes social media websites unique is sharing of information from people that we often 
know in “real” life. As survey data from the Pew Research Center demonstrates most 




journalists. The mock Facebook newsfeed used as a treatment for the experiment is made up of 
individuals that are not connected to the study participants. Because the participants do not know 
the people sharing the information they likely treat them all fairly equally – which is not 
necessarily how this interaction would occur during regular social media use. However, because 
participants do not know the individuals they are likely concentrating more on the presentation of 
information. The presentation of information is what varies across treatments and is the key 
manipulation being isolated for this particular study.  
 A second limitation is the focus on only one type of objective knowledge and type of 
political issue for this study. This study can likely only be generalized to issues that fit the same 
criteria that infrastructure does – that is, issues that affect everyone but are not often seen as 
important items for the national political agenda and issues that are fairly non-partisan in nature. 
These are not necessarily the issues that are going to be most salient through social media. Social 
media are often used to convey information current events news such as scandals, crises, election 
coverage, and important political actors. To study the presentation of information and knowledge 
gained a public policy issue that participants would likely not have a lot of prior knowledge 
about (in terms of both objective and subjective knowledge) was specifically chosen. However, 
this kind of issue may not be fully representative of the type of political content (whether civics 
or current events) that is frequently shared on Facebook.  
 
Conclusion  
 The studies presented throughout this chapter represent the first steps in this project for 
both analyzing the relationships between the different types of political knowledge and media 
exposure in addition to developing measures that fill in the current gaps with the proposed 




political knowledge. If existing measures of political knowledge remain the primary way to 
measure political knowledge, then objective civics knowledge is the only knowledge type 
realized in the knowledge typology. However, the second objective knowledge type in the 
proposed knowledge typology is objective current events knowledge. Objective current events 
knowledge represents the direct counterpart to objective civics knowledge. Objective current 
events knowledge measures were developed using the same methods of classical test theory that 
generated the widely agreed-upon measures of objective civics knowledge.  
 The next round of studies focused on expanding measures of media exposure to include 
social media as a distinct media type. Social media exposure was measured using observational 
data by asking respondents how frequently they use social media. Social media exposure was 
also tested using two experiments where respondents were randomly assigned to mock Facebook 
newsfeeds. These experiments explored how the presentation of information shared on social 
media and the incidental exposure to political information influences objective political 
knowledge. In addition to focusing on social media exposure, the final experiment fully 
incorporated measures of subjective political knowledge. Measures of subjective knowledge as a 
direct counterpart to objective political knowledge are rarely included in political behavior 
studies. Additionally, as discussed in the previous chapter, there is not an agreed-upon 
operationalization of what subjective knowledge actually constitutes. In the final study, 
subjective knowledge is conceptualized as both quantity and certainty of knowledge and is tested 
directly against objective political knowledge. These experiments offer some evidence that 
people can acquire political knowledge about a particular issue from social media. In addition, 




knowledge. However, these effects for subjective political knowledge were only observational 
rather than effects of the actual treatment conditions.  
 Taken together, these five studies provide operationalization and measurement strategies 
that fill in the knowledge typology beyond objective civics knowledge with measures for 
objective current events knowledge and subjective political knowledge. First, objective current 
events knowledge items were developed by reviewing major news sources and choosing the top 
stories from each in order to create three questions regarding current events for each study. In 
general, the surveys each contained one item related to elections and campaigns. Second, 
measures of subjective political knowledge were operationalized as a broad measure (rating how 
much you think you know about a political topic such as political current events) and specific 
measure (a certainty rating following each objective knowledge question).  
These relationships between these measures of both objective and subjective political 
knowledge and media exposure were tested throughout this chapter in a series of small-N 
studies. However, a number of questions remain regarding the relationship between media 
exposure and political knowledge. For instance, the studies do not directly test measures of 
subjective civics knowledge or subjective current events knowledge. Additionally, these studies 
do not provide tests of the underlying correlates of subjective political knowledge or explore how 
subjective knowledge differs from the related concepts described in chapter three. Lastly, these 
experiments only feature one type of political information which limits the generalizability of the 
overall results. The next two empirical chapters build upon this chapter by first using the 
measures tested in these studies and second by directly addressing the limitations of these 






CHAPTER 5: SOCIAL MEDIA FOR NEWS 




 The previous chapter primarily focuses on conceptualizing and measuring objective 
current events political knowledge and subjective political knowledge. However, these tests of 
validity and item measurement do not fully compare objective and subjective political 
knowledge to one another. Throughout this chapter, objective and subjective political knowledge 
are compared in terms of how related they are to one another, the underlying predictors of the 
two knowledge types, and the influence of media exposure on objective and subjective 
knowledge. The first part of the chapter assesses how correlated objective and subjective 
knowledge are with one another. If objective and subjective political knowledge are strongly 
related to each other, we may expect that they generally predict the same outcomes and possess 
similar underlying correlates. Additionally, if they are strongly related, then incorporating 
subjective political knowledge as a distinct knowledge type may not be particularly fruitful for 
better understanding knowledge among the public. Therefore, in this chapter, I first test the 
correlations between objective and subjective political knowledge.  
 Assessing the correlations between objective and subjective political knowledge reveal 
how related these two knowledge types are to each other. But this analysis does not allow us to 
know the distributions of the different knowledge types. The second section of the chapter 
specifically focuses on examining the distributions of objective civics knowledge, objective 
current events knowledge, subjective civics knowledge, and subjective current events knowledge 
using two different data samples.   
 Following the analysis of knowledge distributions, I assess the underlying correlates of 




understanding of the underlying correlates of objective political knowledge, there has been less 
work examining the correlates of subjective political knowledge. The analysis specifically 
focuses on how a number of individual-level characteristics relate to both knowledge types. If 
subjective political knowledge behaves similarly to objective political knowledge we would 
expect the underlying correlates to be fairly similar between these two knowledge types.   
 Lastly, while the analysis of underlying correlates highlights the role of individual-level 
characteristics and their relationships with political knowledge, the analysis does not explore the 
influence of media exposure on these two knowledge types. The final section of the chapter 
explores how exposure to political via social media (either by seeing political information or 
engaging in political discussions) relates to objective and subjective political knowledge. We 
currently know how traditional media use relates to objective civics knowledge, but we know far 
less about how new media sources like social media influence objective and subjective political 
knowledge.  
 
The Connection between Social Media Use and Political Knowledge  
 The puzzle explored throughout this project is that the increase in more accessible media 
options and a wider availability of political information has not brought about major changes in 
the political knowledge of the American public. Yet, as highlighted in Chapter 3, we may be 
relying on too many assumptions about what political knowledge is and how media exposure 
should relate to knowledge gains among the public, particularly in the current information 
environment. To further explore the relationships between media exposure and political 
knowledge, I empirically test two possible reasons for the current conclusions regarding media 
exposure and political knowledge. First, the reliance on one type of proxy for political 




be occurring. In this chapter I construct and test measures of multiple types of political 
knowledge in order to fill in the gaps of the proposed knowledge typology. Second, a lack of 
integration of social media platforms into political science theories and data collection have left 
us describing only part of the current information environment. In this chapter, I incorporate 
measures of social media exposure to political information and news using original observational 
data from Mechanical Turk. Throughout this chapter the connections between social media use 
and political knowledge are evaluated by directly testing the correlations between objective and 
subjective political knowledge, exploring the underlying correlates of the proposed knowledge 
types, assessing the distributions of individuals among the four knowledge types, and examining 
how social media use for news influences both objective and subjective political knowledge.  
 
Social Media Use among the U.S. Public  
Social media use among the American public has changed drastically over the past 
decade. While social media were once thought of as only a platform young people used to 
connect with their friends, individuals of all ages are now social media users. Although younger 
citizens are more likely to use social media as a primary resource for their news, many citizens 
use social media to supplement their “traditional” news consumption (Pew Research Center 
2016). In 2005, only 7% of adults used social networking websites; by 2015, 65% of adults (and 
76% of Internet users) used at least one social networking website. Over half of adults in the 
United States use at least one social networking website. Unsurprisingly, over 90% of young 
adults (ages 18-29) use social media (Pew Research Center 2016). While only 2% of older adults 
(age 65 and older) used social networking websites in 2005, over 35% use social media today. 
Overall, these data highlight the ubiquity of social media in the lives of many adults in the 




Knowledge Typology  
 In Chapter 3 I argue for an expanded and more holistic approach for evaluating political 
knowledge by developing a knowledge typology that can be used for theory building and testing 
(see Table 3.2). This typology takes into account two important types of objective political 
knowledge. The first type is civics knowledge, which has generally been used as a proxy for the 
overarching construct of political knowledge. Civics knowledge tests individuals’ aptitude for 
recalling institutional rules and key political actors in the United States. This type of knowledge 
should tend to be static and once people know the answers to these questions they rarely need to 
update their knowledge. In contrast, current events political knowledge constitutes dynamic 
information that must be repeatedly updated in the face of changing politics. These types of 
objective knowledge represent two distinct types of knowledge.  
 In addition to objective political knowledge, I also assess subjective political knowledge. 
I argue that subjective knowledge is a distinct and important type of political knowledge.  
Subjective knowledge encompasses individuals’ knowledge certainty (tested directly with the 
objective knowledge items) and more broadly, how much they think they know about politics 
(knowledge quantity). People’s knowledge certainty and how much they think they know may be 
more influential for political behavior, decision-making and attitudes than how much they 
objectively know. After all, when people are making political judgments they are likely assessing 
how much they think they know without have a direct measure of what they actually know. For 
many people, these two types of knowledge may correspond (e.g. they think they know a lot 
about politics and they actually do) but for others there may be a disparity in what they actually 







Correlation between Objective and Subjective Political Knowledge  
 If objective and subjective political knowledge are strongly correlated, then incorporating 
measures of subjective knowledge into studies of political behavior may be unnecessary. 
However, if they are only moderately related to each other, incorporating subjective knowledge 
into our understandings of political behavior could provide a distinct knowledge measures that 
has different predictive properties than objective political knowledge. The correlational 
relationships between objective and subjective political knowledge are examined using an 
undergraduate student sample and Mechanical Turk sample.  
Throughout this chapter, two samples are used. The first is the Mechanical Turk sample 
that was initially used to test knowledge measures in Chapter 4. The second is an additional 
student sample. The data for the student sample were collected during the spring of 2017.49 
 
Table 5.1 Sample summary statistics 
Year 
(month) 
N Male Female Mean Age Source 
2016 
(July) 




293 47% 53% 19.7 Student 
subject pool  
 
The table below summarizes the Pearson’s correlation coefficients of objective and subjective 
knowledge types. In all cases, objective and subjective political knowledge are positively 
correlated and moderately and significantly associated with each other. However, these 
correlations also illustrate that objective and subjective political knowledge, while moderately 
correlated, are not identical to one another.  Surprisingly, the strongest correlations are for 
                                                        
49 Similar to the other student samples, the students were from the undergraduate political 




objective civics knowledge and subjective current events knowledge. Unsurprisingly the weakest 
correlations are for objective current events knowledge and subjective civics knowledge.  
 
Table 5.2 Knowledge correlations 
 Mechanical Turk  
(summer 2016) 
Student subject pool  
(spring 2017) 
















0.348*** 0.291*** 0.449*** 0.368*** 
 
Knowledge Distributions – Objective and Subjective Political Knowledge 
 The knowledge correlations demonstrate the moderate and statistically significant 
relationship between objective and subjective political knowledge. Clearly objective and 
subjective political knowledge are related to each other. However, because they are only 
moderately correlated with one another, these tests illustrate that one knowledge type is not 
entirely synonymous with the other. While the correlations demonstrate the direction and 
strength of the relationship, they do not reveal the distributions of knowledge among the two 
samples. In this section, the distributions of knowledge are calculated to assess if objective and 
subjective knowledge are similarly distributed. If objective and subjective knowledge are 
similarly distributed this provides further evidence for the similarities between these knowledge 
types. However, if they are not distributed in the same ways, this provides additional information 
that these represent distinct knowledge types. The first set of distributions concern subjective 
political knowledge. In both of these cases, subjective political knowledge was operationalized 




government and political current events. The available response options included nothing at all, 
only a little, some, and great deal.50 
 
Figure 5.1: Subjective knowledge distributions 
  
Overall the vast majority of respondents in both samples place themselves in the knowing 
some amount or a great deal about the operation of government and political current events. 
Respondents in the MTurk sample are slightly more likely to say they know nothing at all or 
only a little compared to the respondents in the student subject pool samples. This might have 
occurred because the student subject pool is comprised of students currently enrolled in political 
science courses, so they may perceive that they know more about politics (and that subjective 
knowledge could be tied to higher levels of objective political knowledge). Figure 5.1 highlights 
the distributions of subjective knowledge for these samples.  
Rather than using a one-item measure, objective knowledge was measured by a set of 
items where responses were totaled up to create an index score for each respondent.51 As 
                                                        
50 All measure wordings are included in the chapter appendix (Appendix B).  
51 Item wordings for the student subject pool questions are available in the chapter appendix. The 























































described in the previous chapter, ten items were used to measure objective civics knowledge 
and three items were used to measure objective current events knowledge. Overall, respondents 
had much higher scores for objective civics knowledge compared to objective current events 
knowledge.52 For both objective civics and objective current events knowledge, respondents in 
the student subject pool had higher accuracy in correctly answering the knowledge questions.   
 The figure below illustrates the distributions of both objective civics knowledge and 
objective current events knowledge. The objective current events knowledge distribution appears 
to be more of a normal distribution whereas the objective civics knowledge distribution skews 
toward a higher number of correct responses compared to incorrect responses.   
 
 
Figure 5.2: Objective knowledge distributions 
  
 
                                                        
52 As hypothesized in the previous chapter, this may be due to the increased difficulty of the 
current events items since they require respondents to have up to date knowledge compared to 
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Correlates and Predictors of Objective and Subjective Political Knowledge 
 Objective and subjective political knowledge are moderately, but not strongly, correlated 
with one another. Additionally, the distributions of these two knowledge types among the MTurk 
and student subject pool sample do not necessarily follow similar patterns. While these tests 
offer some key insights in the relationship between objective and subjective political knowledge 
they do not test the underlying individual-level characteristics that serve as correlates and key 
predictors of political knowledge. If subjective political knowledge is distinct from objective 
knowledge the underlying correlates of these two knowledge types are likely not identical. 
Previous work has illustrated that a number of individual-level traits relate to and predict 
objective knowledge (Delli Carpini and Keeter 1996). Yet, we know less about the underlying 
correlates and predictors of subjective political knowledge. In this section I once again rely on 
the Mechanical Turk and student subject pool samples to test how a set of individual-level trait 
variables relate to the two knowledge types.  
 The first set of results rely on data from the student subject pool sample. The individual-
level traits used in this analysis include gender, political interest, a rating of the importance of 
paying attention to politics, internal efficacy, external efficacy, need for cognition, and need for 
closure.53 For the student subject pool sample, age and education were not included since there is 
very little variation regarding these two characteristics. Table 5.6 summarizes the Pearson’s 








                                                        




Table 5.3: Knowledge correlations (student subject pool sample) 
*Significant at the 0.05 level (two-tailed) 
**Significant at the 0.01 level (two-tailed) 
***Significant at the 0.001 level (two-tailed) 
 
 There are a number of important relationships between the individual-level variables and 
political knowledge. Gender (coded as 1 for women and 0 for men) is negatively and 
significantly correlated with both types of objective political knowledge (with a higher 
correlation for objective civics knowledge), but not with subjective political knowledge. While 
gender is negatively correlated with subjective political knowledge, the relationship is much 
weaker and insignificant. In all cases, political interest is positively and significantly correlated 
with each knowledge type. However, the relationship is particularly strong for political interest 
and subjective current events knowledge. The importance of paying attention to politics ratings 
are also positively and significantly correlated with all knowledge types. Once again, this 













Female -0.20** -0.13* -0.07 -0.10 




 0.25***  0.15*  0.24***  0.32*** 
Internal efficacy   0.20**  0.08  0.26***  0.19** 
External 
efficacy 
 0.14*  0.14*  0.18**  0.25*** 
Need for 
cognition 
-0.14* -0.06 -0.09 -0.04 
Need for 
closure  




internal efficacy is positively and significantly associated with all knowledge types except 
objective current events knowledge. External efficacy is positively and significantly associated 
with all knowledge types though the correlations are strongest for both types of subjective 
political knowledge.  
Need for cognition and need for closure represent two measures of cognitive processing 
styles. Need for cognition reflects individuals’ enjoyment of thinking hard about things rather 
than thinking only as hard as you have to (Cacioppo and Petty 1982; Liu and Eveland 2005). 
Need for closure captures an aversion for ambivalence and a desire to have definite answers for 
decisions that must be made (Webster and Kruglanski 1994). In all cases the relationships 
between need for closure, need for cognition, and political knowledge are negative. Need for 
cognition is negatively and significantly related to objective civics knowledge, which is not 
necessary the expected relationship. Need for closure is negatively and significantly related to 
objective civics knowledge, subjective civics knowledge, and subject current events knowledge. 
These correlations are strongest for subjective knowledge compared to objective political 
knowledge. Overall these results highlight that the underlying correlates of objective and 
subjective political knowledge are not necessarily the same. Additionally, the strength of these 
relationships varies by knowledge type. To further understand these relationships, a series of 
OLS regression models are run with these same variables to untangle the predictive power of 
these traits on objective and subjective political knowledge. 
 
Table 5.4: Regression results for individual-level traits and political knowledge (subject pool) 
























Standard errors in parentheses  
* p < .05 ** p < .01 *** p < .001 
 
 
 In the regression models, the relationship between gender and objective civics knowledge 
is negative and significant. Similar to the correlation analysis, political interest is positively and 
significantly related to all types of political knowledge. However, in these models, the 
importance of paying attention to politics is only significantly associated with objective civics 
knowledge rather than the other knowledge types. In these models, political efficacy is not 
significantly associated with either type of objective political knowledge. Yet, internal efficacy is 
positively and significantly related to subjective civics knowledge and external efficacy is 
 
Table 5.4 (cont.) 
 































































































N  284 282 284 284 




positively and significantly related to subjective current events knowledge. Thus, in the case of 
the student subject pool, the trust people have in the government and their belief that they can 
influence politics, relate more to their perceptions of how much think they know about politics 
compared to objective political knowledge.  
 The next set of analyses rely on the Mechanical Turk data. These data include individual-
level measures of gender, political interest, the importance of paying attention to politics, age, 
education, and need for cognition.54 Table 5.5 illustrates the Pearson’s correlations for the 
individual-level characteristics and political knowledge.   
Table 5.5: Knowledge correlations (MTurk sample) 
 
*Significant at the 0.05 level (two-tailed) 
**Significant at the 0.01 level (two-tailed) 
***Significant at the 0.001 level (two-tailed)  
 
While the correlations between gender and political knowledge were significant for 
objective knowledge in the student sample, here gender is negatively and significantly associated 
                                                        














Female -0.083 -0.077 -0.130** -0.096 




0.235*** 0.225***  0.441***  0.517*** 
Age  0.288*** 0.278*** 0.143**  0.154*** 
Education  0.184*** 0.213*** 0.156***  0.120** 
Need for 
cognition 




with subjective civics knowledge but not objective political knowledge. Similar to the student 
sample, political interest is positively and significantly related to all knowledge types. Once 
again, these correlations are particularly strong for both types of subjective political knowledge 
compared to objective knowledge. The importance of paying attention to politics ratings are also 
positively and significantly related to all knowledge types. Replicating the student sample 
results, these relationships are particularly strong for subjective political knowledge. While need 
for cognition was negatively correlated with political knowledge in the student sample, it is 
positively correlated with political knowledge in the MTurk sample. In the case of subjective 
political knowledge there is a positive and significant relationship between both types of 
subjective knowledge and need for cognition. The MTurk sample also includes age and 
education whereas the student sample did not include these variables in the correlation analysis. 
For all knowledge types, age is significantly and positively associated with political knowledge, 
especially objective knowledge. Education is also positively and significantly related to all types 
of political knowledge. Overall these results replicate some of the correlation results from the 
student sample analysis but also reveal different patterns of the underling correlates of 
knowledge, particularly in regard to need for cognition. In addition to the correlation analysis, a 
series of OLS regressions were run to model these relationships.   
 
Table 5.6: Regression results for individual-level traits and political knowledge (MTurk) 





































Standard errors in parentheses  
* p < .05 ** p < .01 *** p < .001 
 
 
In the MTurk regression results, gender is negatively and significantly associated with all 
knowledge types. Political interest is positively and significantly related to all types of political 
knowledge. However, the importance of paying attention to politics ratings are only significant 
for subjective political knowledge, not objective knowledge. While age was positively and 
significantly correlated with all knowledge types, age is only positively and significantly related 
to objective political knowledge, not subjective political knowledge. Education is positively and 
significantly associated with all knowledge types, but this relationship is particularly strong for 
objective rather than subjective knowledge. Similar to the correlation results, need for cognition 
is positively and significantly related to subjective political knowledge, but not objective 
knowledge (and in the case of objective civics knowledge the relationship is negative, although 
not significant).  

























































N  697 697 697 697 




The results are not identical between the two samples. Given the larger sample size and 
more diverse group of people represented in the MTurk sample I am inclined to trust the 
accuracy of Mechanical Turk results more than the student sample results.55 However, the 
student sample includes measures not included in the MTurk survey, such as efficacy and need 
for closure. Overall the results from both samples highlight that many of the “usual suspects” 
that are known to predict objective knowledge, also predict subjective political knowledge. 
However, measures like need for cognition seemingly matter more for people’s perceptions of 
their own knowledge compared to objective political knowledge.   
 
Evaluating Social Media Exposure and Political Knowledge  
 
Social Media and Democratic Citizenship 
 An implicit assumption built into much of the previous political knowledge scholarship is 
the idea that a well-informed public is ideal for democratic citizenship. Yet scholars have 
repeatedly demonstrated that individuals rarely live up to these lofty expectations (Achen and 
Bartels 2016; Althaus 2003; Lupia 2016).56 Social media may have the power to help individuals 
learn more about politics, even when they are not directly seeking out political news and 
information. Yet social media use may make people think they know more about politics thus 
increasing subjective political knowledge without an equal increase in objective political 
knowledge. Thus, social media use may lead citizens to become overconfident in how much they 
know about politics, compared to what they actually know. This overconfidence could lead 
                                                        
55 For example, the student sample is much narrower in terms of overall participation numbers, 
the ages of respondents, and their education (all of them are students taking political sciences 
courses at the same university and many are political science majors).  
56 Recent work has also argued that factual knowledge is just one part of civic competence and 
must be thought of in conjunction with individuals’ personal life experiences (Cramer and Toff 




people to become more entrenched in their own beliefs and opinions rather than being open to 
new information and the learning of factual information. Social media use as a news source has 
the capacity to provide information that people would otherwise have not received, but there are 
potentially dramatic downsides to this unique information source for democratic citizenship. In 
this section, I test the relationship between using social media for news and political knowledge.  
 
Study Summary  
Assessing the correlates and predictors of objective and subjective political knowledge 
helps us understand how individual-level characteristics relate to both types of political 
knowledge. However, as described throughout this project, another important explanatory 
variable for political knowledge is media exposure. In the previous chapter the relationship 
between traditional media exposure and objective civics knowledge is analyzed. In addition, the 
relationships between new media exposure like social media use and political knowledge are also 
explored. However, these previous analyses do not provide an evaluation of how using social 
media to gather political information influences both objective and subjection political 
knowledge. The focus of this analysis and the project more broadly is individuals’ reliance on 
Facebook for news rather than social media more generally or other platforms. The data for this 
analysis are the Mechanical Turk data collected during the summer of 2016. Only respondents 
who use Facebook were included in this analysis (631 out of 704 respondents). The Facebook 
behaviors that are assessed here include the frequency of seeing political information and news 
on Facebook and the frequency of engaging in political discussions on Facebook.57 The 
following study assesses how two social media behaviors (seeing political information on 
                                                        
57 Measures of objective and subjective political knowledge are the same measures used 




Facebook and engaging in political discussions on Facebook) relate to the four knowledge types 
(objective civics knowledge, objective current events knowledge, subjective civics knowledge, 
and subjective current events knowledge). 
 
Expectations 
 I expect that respondents who frequently engage in political discussions and see political 
information on Facebook will perceive themselves to be more highly informed than is indicated 
by objective tests of knowledge. This may especially be the case for respondents who rely more 
on passive means of gaining information (i.e. incidental exposure to political information) such 
as seeing information compared to actively engaging in political discussions on Facebook.   
 
H1: Higher frequency of seeing political information discussions on Facebook will be positively 
related to higher levels of subjective knowledge. 
 
H2: Higher frequency of engaging in political discussions on Facebook will be positively related 
to higher levels of subjective knowledge. 
 
In terms of political knowledge, I expect that social media use such as engaging in 
political discussions and seeing political information on Facebook will facilitate increased 
objective current events knowledge compared to objective civics knowledge. I assume that the 
information shared on social media is often about the current events of politics rather than the 
rules of the game or civics-based information. Because of its changing nature and the need to 
constantly update, objective current events knowledge may be harder to acquire than objective 
civics knowledge. Yet via social media sites like Facebook, individuals may be able to access 
current events information through incidental exposure to the information. The political 
information will simply be part of all of the other information in a person’s newsfeed. Therefore, 
I expect that when comparing these two types of objective knowledge, a reliance on social media 





H3: Higher amounts of social media use will be more positively correlated with objective current 




 The study sample is comprised of individuals recruited from Amazon’s Mechanical Turk 
(MTurk).58 This is the same MTurk data used for the studies in the previous chapter. 
Approximately 700 individuals completed the study during the summer of 2016. The mean age 
of participants was 37 years old (the youngest participant was 18 and the oldest was 77). In terms 
of gender, 314 participants were men (45%) and 390 were women (55%). The majority of 
participants had a bachelor’s degree or some college (62.5%). Additionally, the majority of 
participants were white (80%). Participants had a wide range of incomes; indeed, there was no 
clear majority when it came to the income of the participants. In terms of media use, 
approximately 630 of the respondents said they use Facebook (~90% of respondents).  
 
Key Variables 
 The primary outcome variable for this study is political knowledge. The four measures of 
political knowledge include objective civics knowledge, objective current events knowledge, 
subjective civics knowledge, and subjective current events knowledge.59 In this survey, 
subjective political knowledge was measured by asking respondents about their knowledge 
quantity. Specifically, respondents were asked to rate how much they know about the operation 
of government, the presidential candidates, current events, political current events, sports, and 
celebrity/entertainment news. The response options included a great deal, some, only a little, and 
nothing at all.  
                                                        
58 Participants were paid $0.75 for their participation in the 10-15 minute study.  
59 The objective knowledge measures are the same measures used in the Chapter 4 studies and 




 The key explanatory variables relate to social media exposure. In terms of media use 
when all participants were asked whether they relied primarily on new media (i.e. social media 
and online news sites) or traditional media (i.e. print newspapers and television news) almost 
three-fourths of respondents (72%) said they rely on new media compared to 28% who rely 
primarily on traditional media sources. A little over 90% of participants use social media with 
71% of social media users indicating that they use Facebook at least once a day or several times 
a day.60 All measures of social media use rely on self-reports of social media exposure.  
 Although there are a number of social media behaviors to focus on in terms of media use 
and political knowledge, this study focuses on two ways of getting political information through 
Facebook. Two of the major ways people are exposed to political information on Facebook is 
either by seeing political information or by engaging in political discussions. The first behavior 
is more passive and more likely captures the incidental exposure to political information that 
people often note as a way they get information about politics via Facebook. The second, 
engaging in political discussions, is a more active approach to getting information because 
people have to make the decision to share information while they do not always have the choice 
of whether or not they see certain political information. Both of these behaviors are measured in 
terms of frequency (never, hardly, sometimes, often, and very frequently). When asked how 
often they see political information 4% of respondents said never, 8% said hardly, 30% said 
sometimes, 25% said often, and 33% said very frequently. However, in terms of actually 
engaging in political discussions 26% of respondents said never, 30% said hardly, 24% said 
sometimes, 10% said often, and 9% said very frequently. Perhaps unsurprisingly, individuals are 
                                                        
60 Because the survey took place online, there may be a higher number of Internet and social 





more likely to see political information than directly engage in political conversations on 
Facebook. Both of these behaviors make Facebook a unique media source that is different from 
traditional media sources. However, seeing political information likely relates more to the 
incidental exposure aspect of social media compared to actually engaging in discussions.  
 
Analysis and Results   
 In this section, the relationships between these two social media behaviors and the four 
knowledge types are tested.61 Each figure illustrates the OLS regression results that are reported 
in each of the accompanying models.62 Significant results are highlighted with a blue line while 
non-significant results are plotted with a black line. The first set of results focus on the 
relationships between engaging in political discussions and political knowledge. The second set 
of results examine the relationships between seeing political information and political 
knowledge.  
 
Engaging in Political Discussions and Current Events Knowledge  
 The first comparison focuses on exposure to political information based on the frequency 
of engaging in political discussions on Facebook. A score of 1 indicates never engaging in 
political discussions while 5 indicates very frequently engaging in political discussions. The 
tables below illustrate that the more frequently individuals engage in these discussions; the more 
likely they are to have higher levels of subjective current events knowledge However, there is 
                                                        
61 Both objective knowledge types have been re-scaled from 0-1 with 0 indicating zero correct 
response and 1 indicating all correct responses. Subjective knowledge has also been rescaled 
from 0 to 1 with 0 indicating respondents’ low subjective knowledge and 1 indicating high 
subjective knowledge. 
62 Each table of model includes the primary relationship plus models with a series of control 




not a significant relationship between the frequency of engaging in political discussions on 
Facebook and objective current events knowledge.  
 
Table 5.7: Regression analysis for current events knowledge and engaging in political 



















discussions 0.037*** 0.038*** -0.007 -0.004 
 (0.006) (0.006) (0.012) (0.011) 
Male  -0.047***  -0.110*** 
  (0.014)  (0.025) 
Age  0.003***  0.009*** 
  (0.001)  (0.001) 
Education  0.017**  0.046*** 
  (0.005)  (0.010) 
Ideology  -0.003  -0.021** 
  (0.004)  (0.007) 
Income   0.005  0.006 
  (0.002)  (0.004) 
     
Constant 0.711*** 0.502*** 0.619*** 0.104 
 (0.016) (0.042)     (0.047) (0.082) 
     
N         629      624         629      624 
R2 0.060 0.145 0.003 0.158 
Standard errors in parentheses  
















Figure 5.3: Relationships between current events knowledge and engaging in political 
discussions on Facebook 
  
 
Engaging in Political Discussions and Civics Knowledge  
 In addition to current events knowledge, relationships between the frequently sharing 
political information and civics political knowledge are also tested. Similar to the first set of 
results there is a significant and positive relationship between the frequency of engaging in 
political discussions and subjective political knowledge (civics knowledge in this case). There is 
not a significant relationship between the frequency of engaging in political discussions on 
Facebook and objective civics knowledge. However, once the individual-level variables are 
added to the regression model, there is a slightly significant and positive relationship.   
 




















discussions 0.023*** 0.024*** 0.009 0.016* 
 (0.006) (0.006) (0.007) (0.051) 












  (0.014)  (0.016) 
Age  0.003***  0.005*** 
  (0.001)  (0.001) 
Education  0.023***  0.025*** 
  (0.005)  (0.006) 
Ideology  -0.002  -0.011* 
  (0.004)  (0.004) 
Income   0.004  0.006* 
  (0.002)  (0.003) 
     
Constant 0.667*** 0.484*** 0.710*** 0.453*** 
 (0.025) (0.042) (0.029) (0.048) 
     
N         629      624         629      624 
R2 0.024 0.115 0.0002 0.149 
Standard errors in parentheses  













Seeing Political Information and Current Events Knowledge  
 In general, respondents note that they see political information more frequently than they 
engage in political discussions. Approximately 58% of study respondents said they see political 
information on Facebook either often or very frequently compared to fewer than 20% of 
respondents who say they either often or very frequently share political information through 
political discussions on Facebook. Thus, exposure to information about politics through 
incidental exposure, i.e. when they are not seeking out the information, is more frequent 
compared to those who purposely engage in discussions and share information about politics.  
The next set of regression results highlight the relationship between current events 
knowledge and seeing political information on Facebook. Once again there is a significant and 
positive relationship between the social media behavior (seeing political information) and 
subjective current events knowledge, but no association between seeing political information on 
Facebook and objective current events knowledge.  




















See political news 0.031*** 0.473*** -0.017 -0.004 
 (0.006) (0.045) (0.012) (0.011) 
Male  -0.067***  -0.109*** 
  (0.014)  (0.025) 
Age  0.004***  0.009*** 
  (0.001)  (0.001) 
Education  0.015**  0.046*** 
  (0.005)  (0.010) 
Ideology  -0.005  -0.021** 
  (0.004)  (0.007) 
Income   0.003  0.006 
  (0.002)  (0.004) 




Table 5.9 (cont.) 
     
Constant 0.684*** 0.427*** 0.619*** 0.104 
 (0.025) (0.045) (0.047) (0.082) 
     
N         629      624         629      624 
R2 0.036 0.136 0.003 0.158 
Standard errors in parentheses      









Seeing Political Information and Civics Political Knowledge  
 The final comparison assesses the relationship between seeing political information on 
Facebook and civics political knowledge.  Similar to the previously reported results there is a 
positive and significant relationship between subjective civics knowledge and social media use 
(in this case, seeing political information on Facebook. There is not a significant relationship 
between objective civics knowledge and seeing political information. However, similar to the 
prior analysis, there is significant relationship (p<0.05) once the control variables are included in 






















See political news 0.024*** 0.031*** 0.009 0.016* 
 (0.006) (0.006) (0.007) (0.007) 
Male  -0.072***  -0.058*** 
  (0.014)  (0.016) 
Age  0.003***  0.006*** 
  (0.001)  (0.001) 
Education  0.022***  0.025*** 
  (0.005)  (0.006) 
Ideology  -0.003  -0.010* 
  (0.004)  (0.004) 
Income   0.003  0.006* 
  (0.004)  (0.003) 
     
Constant 0.667*** 0.440*** 0.710*** 0.385*** 
 (0.025) (0.045) (0.029) (0.051) 
     
N         629      624         629      624 
R2 0.021 0.124 0.002 0.149 
Standard errors in parentheses      











 The analysis confirms the expectation that exposure to political information through 
social media relates to subjective political knowledge at higher rates than objective political 
knowledge. In terms of objective political knowledge, social media use is related more to 
objective civics knowledge than objective current events knowledge (contrary to the expectation 
that the opposite relationship would be the result). Once the control variables were taken into 
account in the models, there was a significant relationship between objective civics knowledge 
and social media use, but not with objective current events knowledge and social media use. In 
general, the results indicate that an increased amount of seeing and engaging with political 
information on Facebook was associated with both types of subjective knowledge compared to 
objective political knowledge.  
 The results demonstrate that two key patterns of potential exposure to political 
information via Facebook, seeing information and engaging in political discussions, potentially 
relate more to individuals’ subjective knowledge than objective knowledge. In each test, the 
more frequently respondents saw information or engaged political discussions related positively 
and significantly to subjective civics knowledge and subjective current events knowledge. Thus, 
one possible conclusion from the analysis is that the more frequently people both see and share 
information on Facebook, they more likely they are to think they know about politics. However, 
these same media use patterns of seeing and engaging in discussions do not always correspond 
with increased objective political knowledge. If political scientists only measure objective 
political knowledge, then we may find no link between frequency of social media use and 
increased political knowledge. Yet by providing a comparison subjective political knowledge, 
these results demonstrate that people may think they are learning more about politics without 




Mechanical Turk Survey Limitations  
 One of the central limitations of the social media exposure study is the reliance on a 
convenience, rather than nationally representative, sample. Participants in the study do not 
represent a random sample of the population, but instead are a crowd-sourced group of 
Mechanical Turk participants. However, the demographic characteristics of the Mechanical Turk 
sample are likely similar to the characteristics of people who frequently use the Internet and 
social media to get information about politics. Because existing nationally representative surveys 
like the Pew Research Center or American National Election Studies tend to only ask 
respondents about one of the key variables (either objective civics knowledge or media use) or 
have limited response options for these key variables, a similar analysis cannot be performed 
using other datasets.63 A second limitation of the study is the lack of causal inference between 
the key explanatory and outcomes variables. The theoretical foundation for the analysis predicts 
that the act of seeing and/or sharing political information on Facebook increases subjective 
political knowledge. However, by relying solely on survey data for the analysis I only know that 
the relationship between these variables is significant, without knowing what causes what.  
 
Conclusion and Next Steps 
The first several sections of Chapter 5 focus on directly comparing objective and 
subjective political knowledge by describing how they covary with one other, assessing how the 
distributions of these knowledge types in two samples differ, and examining the individual-level 
correlates and predictors of objective and subjective political knowledge. In general, objective 
and subjective political knowledge are moderately but not strongly correlated with one another. 
This moderate correlation leaves open the possibility that different characteristics correlate with 
                                                        
63 Though both the ANES and Pew Research Center contain many key variables for descriptive 




each of these knowledge types and that the distribution of knowledge types will be not always 
directly correspond. While political scientists know a great deal about the individual-level 
predictors of objective civics political knowledge (so much so that they are often referred to as 
the “usual suspects”), less is known about the underlying individual-level correlates of subjective 
political knowledge. The results from the student sample and MTurk sample demonstrate that the 
individual-level characteristics that correlate with objective and subjective political knowledge 
are not identical. For example, need for cognition is often found to be unrelated to objective 
political knowledge but in the MTurk sample need for cognition is positively and significantly 
related to subjective political knowledge. In this case, people who enjoy thinking hard may think 
they know more about politics, while their objective knowledge remains unaffected by this 
particular cognitive trait. 
 Overall the correlation results further demonstrate that objective and subjective political 
knowledge are not necessarily capturing the same construct and should therefore be thought of as 
two distinct knowledge types. Likewise, the analysis of the distributions of knowledge illustrate 
that the distributions of knowledge are different between objective and subjective knowledge. 
However, there are even clear differences in the distributions of objective civics and objective 
current events knowledge. If objective civics knowledge remains the primary measure of 
political knowledge, there may be a great deal of nuance missing from our understanding of 
knowledge works in the current information environment. 
 The final section of the chapter focused on the relationship between social media 
exposure and political knowledge. Overall the social media exposure study illustrates that both 
incidental exposure to political information on Facebook (via merely seeing this information) 




both relate much more to subjective political knowledge than objective political knowledge. 
Thus, increased incidental exposure to political information may lead individuals to believe they 
know more about politics than they actually do. People are increasingly using social media 
platforms like Facebook as a supplemental news source and in some cases as a primary news 
source. However, using social media as a source for political information may lead individuals to 
become overconfident in how much they know about politics compared to what they actually 
know. Yet, these results only point to a relationship between knowledge and social media use. 
The causal direction of this relationship cannot be determined by relying only on the 
observational results.  
 In the next chapter the social media exposure results are used to motivate an experimental 
design that tests the proposed causal mechanism of frequency of exposure to political 
information. Following the experiment an analysis is conducted to test how the frequency of 
political information shared on Facebook relates to objective and subjective political knowledge 
for two political issues – infrastructure and healthcare. Lastly, the study incorporates an analysis 
of how political knowledge gained from using social media relates to individuals’ likelihood to 
















 When people draw upon their political knowledge (or lack thereof) to make political 
decisions, to participate in politics, or to enter into political discussions they are likely relying on 
a judgment about their political knowledge. Part of this judgment may include assessing how 
much they think they know about politics or how certain they are of their own knowledge (i.e. 
their subjective political knowledge). This may be due in part to the ease of evaluating how 
much we think we know about politics rather than what we objectively know. That is, people 
know how much they think they know about politics (subjective political knowledge), but not 
necessarily how much they actually know about politics (objective political knowledge). If this is 
the case, then subjective knowledge may be integral to the decision calculus people make when 
engaging in political behaviors. Additionally, subjective and objective political knowledge may 
relate to political participation in different ways from one another and therefore should be 
measured separately as explanations for behavioral outcomes of interest.  
Yet, as people are deciding whether and how to participate in politics they are often being 
exposed to political information and news from a variety of sources. One of the ways people gain 
political information is through social media platforms like Facebook. In this chapter I first use 
an experimental approach to assess how both objective and subjective knowledge can be gained 
from seeing political information on Facebook. This experiment was designed to test the findings 
from the observational data reported in the previous chapter. I then summarize how knowledge 







Information Shared on Facebook and Political Knowledge 
The observational results from the previous chapter illustrated a positive and significant 
relationship between subjective political knowledge and self-reports of seeing and sharing 
political information on Facebook. However, the relationships between the frequency of self-
reported Facebook use and objective knowledge were much smaller, and in most cases, 
insignificant. Although the observational results point to a relationship between political 
knowledge - especially subjective knowledge - and seeing information on Facebook, they cannot 
demonstrate whether the frequency of seeing political information and news on Facebook 
directly causes higher subjective (or objective) political knowledge.  
Building on the social media exposure survey results from the previous chapter, this 
chapter incorporates an experiment to examine how the frequency of political information on 
Facebook influences political knowledge. Frequency of information is operationalized as the 
amount of political content shared on a Facebook newsfeed. As described throughout this 
project, seeing political information on Facebook often happens to Facebook users whether they 
are directly seeking out the political information or not (Pew Research Center 2016). This 
incidental exposure to political information is different from other avenues of getting political 
news and information that people have previously relied upon. Political information is now 
easier to get and the barriers to entry for accessing this information are lower. Yet, with 
increased accessibility and availability, the act of seeing more political information on Facebook 
may lead individuals to have higher levels of subjective knowledge, without similar increases in 
objective political knowledge. In addition, not all types of political information may be received 
in the same way by Facebook users. How people view factual information may be based in some 
part on the type of political issue content, if the issue is seen as more liberal or conservative, and 




The experiment outlined in the following sections varies the amount of political content 
via mock Facebook newsfeeds. The political content is mixed with background information in a 
way that is similar to how people are incidentally exposed to political content on Facebook in 
their daily lives. In the experiment, study respondents are not directly seeking out this political 
information, which will likely lead to variation in how much attention they give the political 
content compared to the non-political content.  
 
Experiment Research Design 
Variation exists regarding the types of political information Facebook users are exposed 
to (Vraga 2016). The types of political information that may be shared through social media 
include breaking news, scandals, current events, salient issues, and emotionally charged topics. 
But the types of political issues people could potentially learn the most about may be issues that 
are not salient, not partisan, and not polarized. These observations motivate an experiment design 
where political content in the newsfeed about a polarized and non-polarized issue (healthcare and 
infrastructure, respectively).64 Incorporating a polarized and non-polarized issue into the 
experiment design provides a comparison for the type of issue where subjective political 
knowledge may be higher and an issue that may offer opportunities for increased objective 
political knowledge. Information about a polarized issue that people have stronger opinions 
about may be a better representation of the type of political content usually shared through social 
media. An issue like healthcare is salient, emotional, familiar, and partisan (i.e. the type of issue 
that has become polarized). Infrastructure is the opposite – not salient, unfamiliar, not emotional, 
and not owned by either of the major parties. Therefore, the design allows for a comparison of 
                                                        
64 This design differs from the experiments summarized in Chapter 4, which only relied on one 




two domestic policy issues that differ in the amount of polarization associated with them. This 
comparison will help us understand the capacity for social media to facilitate learning (objective 
knowledge) while also assessing how perceptions (subjective knowledge) are influenced 
depending on the type of issue.  
 To manipulate the amount of political information individuals are exposed to via a 
Facebook newsfeed and directly control the type of information they see, the experiment uses 
mock Facebook newsfeeds. Similar to the initial experiments described in Chapter 4, respondents 
were given a mock Facebook newsfeed with information shared by fake users.65  Each newsfeed 
contained 36 content items.66 The proportion of the newsfeed dedicated to political content 
varied across each newsfeed. If the newsfeed contained a high amount of information on a 
political issue there were 14 items dedicated to the issue. If the newsfeed contained a low amount 
of political information, respondents received 4 items dedicated to the issue. If respondents were 
assigned to a treatment condition then they received some amount of information (either high or 
low) on both infrastructure and healthcare policy, not just information about one policy or the 
other. Each piece of political content shared by the fake Facebook users was a factual summary 
of information accompanied by a stock image representing the topic they were discussing.  All 
conditions contained some amount of non-political background information that was 
representative of the more mundane non-political items shared on Facebook. Respondents in the 
control condition did not receive any political content in the newsfeed. The five conditions are 
summarized in the table below. 
 
 
                                                        
65 The same user profiles were used in this experiment so none of the respondents that had 
participated in other Mechanical Turk studies were allowed to participate in this study.    




Table 6.1: Summary of experiment conditions 
Experiment conditions Amount of political information  
Treatment 1 Low amount of political information 
(infrastructure and healthcare) 
Treatment 2 Low (healthcare), high (infrastructure) 
Treatment 3 Low (infrastructure), high (healthcare) 
Treatment 4 High amount of political information  
(infrastructure and healthcare) 
Control  No political content  
 
 The exact content of the political Facebook posts in the mock Facebook newsfeeds was 
drawn specifically from the outcome measures of objective political knowledge. Thus, 
respondents received specific information about sub-topics of healthcare and infrastructure 
policy rather than just broad information about these large policy areas. The topics linked to 
healthcare policy were healthcare premiums, the portion of the federal budget dedicated to 
healthcare spending, the definition of Medicare, and the uninsured population in the U.S. 
compared to other developed countries. The infrastructure policy areas were the type of 
engineering dedicated to infrastructure, the development of the U.S. highway system, the road 
conditions of the U.S., and the gas tax.67  
This study was run using the Qualtrics survey platform and the mock newsfeeds were 
embedded into Qualtrics as images, so users did not have to go to a separate page to complete the 
experiment. A timer was attached to the experiment to record how much time respondents spent 
on the newsfeed, but the timer was not visible to them. Respondents were randomly assigned to 
                                                        
67 The infrastructure questions are the same questions as those used in the Chapter 4 experiments. 
All the questions were pilot tested using a sample of students from the University of Illinois at 
Urbana-Champaign. The goal was to have a mix of easy, medium and difficult questions to 
capture the broader constructs. The process of choosing the questions is documented in the 
chapter appendix. In addition, stimuli materials, question wordings, and difficulty ratings are 




an experiment condition using the built-in Qualtrics randomization function. Approximately 210 
participants were assigned to each experimental condition (out of 1,048 study respondents).  
The experiment appeared early on in the study before many of the political behavior and 
demographic survey questions that accompanied the study. After the experiment, respondents 
answered a set of behavioral outcome questions to measure their willingness to participate in 
political behaviors related to the two policy areas. The middle portion of the study contained the 
objective and subjective knowledge questions related to the experiment. These questions were 
placed in the middle of the study so that respondents would not be answering these questions 
immediately following the newsfeed experiment portion of the study. The end of the survey 
contained the demographic measures.  
In addition to the original political knowledge measures, a follow-up survey was 
conducted with these same knowledge items. Upon accepting the original study and completing 
the consent form, study participants were informed that they would be asked to complete a short 
follow-up survey one to two weeks after their initial participation.68  Ten days after the 
experiment, participants were sent a link to a follow-up survey which asked the same knowledge 
items in order to see if this information was retained past their initial study participation. About 
82% of participants opted to complete the follow-up portion of the study.  
 
Sample 
 Study participants were recruited from Amazon’s Mechanical Turk platform. All 
participants were 18 years of age or older and from the United States. The first round of the 
                                                        
68 To incentive follow-up study participation, respondents were offered a higher amount of 
money to complete the second round of the study compared to the first round even though the 




study had 1,048 participants and the second round had 858 participants.69 As with many 
Mechanical Turk samples, the group of participants skewed slightly liberal (50% identified as 
liberal, 19% as moderate, and 31% as conservative). Approximately 55% of the participants were 
women. The mean age of participants was 41. 80% of the respondents were white and 20% were 
non-white. In terms of education, almost three-quarters of the sample had attended some amount 
of college and/or received a bachelor’s degree (73%). The vast majority of respondents were 
social media users. When asked an open-ended question about their media habits, approximately 
one-third (33%) of respondents named social media platforms as a way they get their political 
information and news.  
 
Table 6.2: Experiment sample summary statistics 
Year 
(month) 
N Male Female Mean Age Source 
2017 
(September) 




858 42% 58% 41 MTurk 




The survey results reported in the previous chapter demonstrate associations between 
seeing political information on Facebook and political knowledge. However, these results cannot 
be used to test if seeing more political content on Facebook causes higher and/or lower levels of 
objective and subjective political knowledge. The experiment presented in this chapter fills in 
this gap by testing the causal mechanism of frequency of political information in a Facebook 
newsfeed.  
                                                        
69 Participants were paid $0.50 for completing the experiment portion of the study (round one) 




The expectation is that respondents will have higher levels of subjective knowledge for 
more salient political issues (in this case, healthcare). Even if respondents do not know all of the 
facts related to a salient issue they may demonstrate higher levels of certainty for an issue that is 
consistently in the news and often discussed. After being exposed to the newsfeeds, I expect 
respondents will have higher levels of objective knowledge for non-salient political issues (in 
this case, infrastructure). Respondents likely do not have a great deal of prior knowledge 
regarding the specifics of infrastructure policy but may be more open to learning about an issue 
that is not associated with a certain political ideology and is not frequently discussed in the news. 
This may lead to higher levels of objective rather than subjective policy knowledge. These 
expectations are formalized in the hypotheses below.  
 
H1: Study respondents in the treatment conditions will have higher levels of subjective 
knowledge for more salient political issues (in this case, healthcare policy). Respondents who 
receive a high amount of healthcare information will have the highest levels of subjective 
political knowledge.  
 
H2: Study respondents in the treatment conditions will have higher levels of objective knowledge 
for less salient political issues (in this case, infrastructure policy). Respondents who receive a 
high amount of infrastructure information will have the highest levels of objective political 
knowledge. 
 
 In addition to the variation in the amount of political content contained in the newsfeeds, 
there was also variation in how much time subjects spent with the newsfeeds. Subjects were not 
forced to spend a certain amount of time on the newsfeed, so they could stay on it as long or as 
little as they wanted before proceeding to the next portion of the study. I expect that the time 
spent on the newsfeed may influence the acquisition of political knowledge, especially objective 
political knowledge. Spending more time with the information will allow subjects to potentially 
acquire and retain the factual information at higher rates than subjects who spend very little time 




will be higher for those who spent more time with the newsfeed. However, I do not necessarily 
expect there to be as strong of a relationship between time spent on the newsfeed and subjective 
political knowledge. In general, I expect that the amount of content will matter more for 
subjective knowledge than time spent with the information. This expectation is formalized in the 
hypothesis below.  
 
H3: Study respondents in the treatment conditions who spend more time on the newsfeed will 
have higher levels of objective political knowledge. These effects will be largest for respondents 
in the high information treatment conditions.  
 
 In this study I also consider how information gained from social media can influence 
subsequent political behaviors like political participation. One of the reasons political knowledge 
is an important construct is because it often predicts if and how people interact with the political 
system. Objective political knowledge is often linked to political participation (Galston 2001). 
Social media use is also linked to political participation outcomes (Gil de Zúñiga et al. 2014; 
Valenzuela et al. 2009; Vitak et al. 2011). The last section of the study assesses first, how the 
treatment conditions influence political behavior and second, how levels of objective and 
subjective political knowledge relate to political participation behaviors. The general 
expectations for the second part of the study are formalized in the hypotheses below.  
 
H4: Study respondents assigned to newsfeeds with higher amounts of political content will be 
more likely to express willingness to engage in political behaviors.  
 
H5: Study respondents with higher levels of objective and subjective political knowledge will 




 In the previous chapter I examined the relationship between the frequency of seeing and 




civics and current events knowledge). These survey measures were used to create the key 
variables for the experiment in order to assess the causal mechanism of amount of political 
information. In the survey reported in the previous chapter, seeing political information on 
Facebook was measured by a self-report of how frequently Facebook users saw political 
information and news on Facebook. In this experiment, “frequency of Facebook use” constitutes 
the experimental manipulation, which is the amount of political information respondents receive 
about a political issue (either no information, a low amount of information, or a high amount of 
information).  
 The political information presented in the treatment conditions is based on the salience of 
the political issues, which maps roughly onto the salience of civics political knowledge and 
current events political knowledge from the Chapter 5 Mechanical Turk survey results. Rather 
than explicitly exposing respondents to information about civics-related political information or 
current events happening the week of the experience I instead use two political issues as proxies 
for these knowledge types. The first, healthcare, was highly salient during the week of the 
experiment because the Graham-Cassidy healthcare bill had just been introduced (mid-
September 2017). The second issue, infrastructure, is an important issue for people in the U.S. 
but is not highly salient nor frequently discussed in the news. Using Google Trends data, Figure 
6.1 illustrates the relative search interest of healthcare and infrastructure in the U.S from August 
to October 2017.70 The slight spike in healthcare in mid-September represents the introduction of 
the Graham-Cassidy bill.   
 
                                                        
70 Google Trends data categorizes search interest relative to the highest point on the chart for a 
given region and time frame. A value of 100 indicates peak popularity and value of 50 means the 
term is half as popular. Two search terms can be compared to each other, which is the method 




Figure 6.1: Relative Google search interest for healthcare and infrastructure 
 
Additionally, there is more political polarization surrounding the issue of healthcare (Peterson 
2012) compared to infrastructure, which may lead to differences in how people receive and use 
this kind of information. All of the political information that respondents were exposed to in this 
experiment was factual information presented without opinions or statements that leaned in a 
certain political direction.  
 The outcomes of interest for the experiment are subjective and objective political 
knowledge. The measurement of these items is similar to knowledge measures throughout the 
project. The primary measure of subjective knowledge for the experiment was conceptualized as 
certainty of one’s knowledge.71 This measure of subjective knowledge directly corresponds with 
each objective knowledge response. Following each objective knowledge question, respondents 
were asked how certain they were in their response. Response options included very certain, 
                                                        
71 At the start of the study respondents were also asked how much they know about a set of 
policy issues, including healthcare and infrastructure (the broader measure of subjective political 
knowledge). However, these measures were included before the experiment and therefore do not 
















































































pretty certain, and not very certain. These certainty ratings were added up to create a certainty (or 
subjective knowledge) index for each respondent (one for healthcare and one for infrastructure).  
 Objective knowledge was assessed through eight items, four specifically assessing recall 
of information from the treatment conditions and four questions completely unrelated to the 
Facebook newsfeed content. Both question sets are included to have a comparison of information 
retained from the experiment and general knowledge on the topic since I did not measure 
objective knowledge on healthcare and infrastructure prior to the experiment. The questions were 
devised prior to designing the Facebook newsfeed content to make sure the newsfeed content 
related directly to the first set of questions. The healthcare and infrastructure questions were 
mostly derived from prior surveys such as those from the Pew Research Center, ANES, and 
Kaiser Family Foundation.72 The objective knowledge questions were also pilot-tested and 
assessed for question difficulty so that easy, medium, and difficult questions were included in 
each set.73 In general, the individuals pilot-testing the questions found the infrastructure 
questions to be more difficult on the whole compared to the healthcare questions, which may 
point to the higher salience of healthcare as a policy issue. 
 Lastly, duration is included as an additional explanatory variable. Similar to the 
experiment presented in Chapter 4, assessing how long respondents spent on the newsfeed is one 
way to approximate exposure to information. The last set of experiment results include duration 
in the analysis to test how time spent with the newsfeeds influences objective and subjective 
political knowledge.  
 
                                                        
72 However, to make sure plenty of questions were included I wrote the remaining questions 
based on government documentation for these two policy areas. 
73 A summary of the pilot test procedures and results is included in the chapter appendix 





Pre-Experiment Subjective Knowledge  
 At the beginning of the study, respondents were asked how much they knew about a set 
of public policy issues. Respondents were given a lot, some, only a little, or nothing at all as the 
available response options.74 For healthcare 30% said they know a lot, 51% said they know 
some, 17% said only a little, and 2% responded nothing at all. For infrastructure only 9% said 
they know a lot, 36% said they know some, 41% said only a little, and 14% said nothing at all. In 
line with my expectations, more people came into the experiment saying they know more about 
healthcare than infrastructure.  
 In order to compare healthcare and infrastructure subjective knowledge to that of other 
policy issues and to not alert respondents to the topics in the experiment, I asked the same 
subjective knowledge question for multiple public policy issues including campaign finance, 
climate change, cybersecurity, the debt ceiling, immigration, and tax reform. Coding a lot as 4, 
some as 3, only a little as 2, and nothing at all as 1, I calculated the mean subjective knowledge 
scores for each policy issue.  
 
Table 6.3: Subjective policy knowledge mean scores 
Policy issue Subjective knowledge (mean) 
Campaign finance 2.305 
Infrastructure 2.416 
Debt ceiling 2.416 
Tax reform 2.442 
Cybersecurity 2.661 
Immigration 2.685 
Climate change 3.065 
Healthcare 3.105 
 
                                                        





Out of the eight policy issues, healthcare was the issue that people said they knew the most about 
and infrastructure was the issue respondents reported knowing the second-least about (campaign 
finance was the issue respondents said they knew the least about).   
  
Experiment Results  
To analyze the relationship between the treatment and the outcomes, a series of ANOVA 
tests were used and differences in means were plotted. Significant relationships are highlighted 
with the teal bars and gray indicates no significant relationship (significance determined by p-
values minimally <0.05).  
Subjective knowledge  
 The first set of results demonstrate the relationship between the experiment conditions 
and subjective knowledge (here measured as knowledge certainty). An ANOVA test indicates a 
significant main effect for the treatment, F(4, 1,043)=6.20, p<0.001.  A Tukey’s HSD post-hoc 
test is used to test which means among the set of condition means differ significantly from the 
rest. In all but one of the treatment conditions, respondents assigned to receive some amount of 
healthcare information (high or low) had significantly higher certainty in their knowledge 
compared to those assigned to the control condition (no political content). The p-value for low 
information condition is 0.04. The p-value for the high information condition is 0.0004. The p-
value for the low amount of healthcare information/high amount of infrastructure information 












Figure 6.2: Subjective healthcare knowledge based on experiment conditions 
 
 
However, in terms of certainty of infrastructure knowledge, there were no significant differences 
for the treatments, F(4, 1,043)=2.02, p=0.09.   
 
Figure 6.3: Subjective infrastructure knowledge based on experiment conditions 
 
 
Thus, in the first round of the study, participants who received some amount of healthcare 




significant differences in the mean subjective infrastructure knowledge scores regardless of 
experiment condition.  
 
Objective knowledge  
 The next set of results focus on the objective knowledge differences between the 
experiment conditions. Whereas the previous section reported differences between the control 
condition and treatment conditions for subjective healthcare knowledge (those in the treatment 
groups tended to have higher levels of certainty regarding healthcare knowledge), there were no 
significant differences between the treatment and control conditions. An ANOVA test shows a 
significant main effect for the treatments, F(4, 1,043)=2.52, p=0.04. But the Tukey’s HSD post-
hoc test demonstrates that none of the differences in means between conditions reaches the 
p<0.05 level.  
 
 
Figure 6.4: Objective healthcare knowledge based on experiment conditions 
 
 
 Although there were no significant differences between the conditions in subjective 




objective infrastructure knowledge, F(4, 1,043) =12.02, p <0.001. A Tukey’s HSD post-hoc test 
demonstrates significant differences in means across the conditions. Respondents who received 
any amount of infrastructure information (either high or low) demonstrated higher mean levels of 
knowledge compared to those in the control condition who did not receive any information about 
infrastructure. The p-value for the low information group and high healthcare/low infrastructure 
condition was 0.003. The p-value for the low healthcare/high infrastructure and high information 
condition was 0.00. Thus, when respondents who were exposed to more information about 
infrastructure they did in fact learn about infrastructure.75 Yet, they did not demonstrate higher 
certainty in their political knowledge. On the other hand, in three of the treatment conditions 
respondents who received either a low or high amount of healthcare information in their 
newsfeeds were more certain of their healthcare knowledge compared to those in the control 
condition. But there were no significant differences in actual healthcare knowledge across the 
















                                                        
75 The results reported are for the objective knowledge questions that specifically related to the 
items in the newsfeed. An ANOVA test that assessed experimental conditions and mean scores 
for the non-newsfeed knowledge measures demonstrated no significant differences in the mean 




Figure 6.5: Objective infrastructure knowledge based on experiment conditions 
 
 The results from the experiment and first round of knowledge measures generally 
comport with the initial expectations. For the more salient issue, healthcare, respondents who 
received (or were at least exposed to) some amount of political content in the newsfeeds reported 
higher levels of certainty in their knowledge and these differences were significantly distinct 
from those in the control condition. If the mere salience of the issue in the news at the time of the 
experiment caused higher levels of certainty, then respondents in the control condition would 
likely report more certainty, even without exposure to the information. However, these results 
indicate that some amount of exposure to the information made those who received it more 
certain in their own knowledge.  
 Also in line with my expectations, respondents across all conditions displayed no 
significant differences in their certainty about infrastructure policy. Yet, those who were exposed 
to higher amounts of infrastructure information in the newsfeeds did know slightly more about 
infrastructure at the end of the experiment compared to those in the control condition and lower 




knowledge. But, receiving more information about the issue did make subjects more objectively 
knowledgeable about the issue.     
 Similar to the results from the previous chapter, these initial experiment results 
demonstrate that subjective and objective knowledge are not necessarily interchangeable with 
one another and do not always directly correspond with each other. By measuring both types of 
knowledge, this experiment illustrates that incidental information exposure via a Facebook 
newsfeed can influence both objective and subjective political knowledge, but this influence may 
be partially based on the type of issue (in this case, salient or not). However, as with many 
experiments, these results may be meaningful immediately following the experiment but do not 
hold up after respondents complete this study and move on to their next task. Perhaps, 
individuals see something on Facebook and can recall it five minutes after but have no retention 
of the content in the days following. To see how (or if) the experiment conditions influenced 
objective and subjective knowledge, a follow-up survey with the knowledge measures was sent 
to respondents about ten days after the first study.  
 
Second Round Results   
 The second round results incorporate the same knowledge measures as the first round. 
The same ANOVA analyses from the first round were used with the second round data. The first 
set of results examines subjective political knowledge gains based on the experiment conditions. 
An ANOVA test shows a main effect for the treatment, F(4, 851)=4.32, p=0.002. For subjective 
healthcare knowledge in the second round, subjects in two rather than three conditions had 
higher levels of healthcare knowledge certainty compared to the control condition and the two 
other treatment conditions. The p-value for the high amount of information condition is 0.012. 




information condition is 0.02.  The certainty results held for the high information condition 
(higher amount of both infrastructure and healthcare content) which is not surprising. The 
general expectation was higher amounts of political content in the newsfeeds, particularly for a 
more salient issue like healthcare, would be related to higher levels of subjective political 
knowledge. However, the other condition where respondents had a significantly higher amount 
of certainty was the low amount of healthcare/high amount of infrastructure condition.76  
 
Figure 6.6: Subjective healthcare knowledge based on experiment conditions (round two) 
 
 
In terms of subjective infrastructure knowledge, while in the first round there were no 
differences in subjective knowledge across conditions, in the second round those in the highest 
amount of information condition (exposed to a high amount of both infrastructure and healthcare 
content) had more certainty in their knowledge when compared to respondents in the other 
                                                        





treatment conditions and control condition, F(4, 851)=2.22, p=0.065.77 The p-value for the high 
amount of information condition is 0.03. 
 




 While there were no significant differences in the mean amount of objective healthcare 
knowledge for the first round of the study, there were significant differences in the second round 
mean objective knowledge scores, F(4, 851)=4.08, p=0.003.78 A Tukey’s HSD post-hoc test 
illustrates that these differences are significant for the conditions that included a high amount of 
information regarding healthcare policy. The p-value for the high information condition is 0.008. 
The p-value for the high amount of healthcare information/low amount of infrastructure 
information condition is 0.003. Thus, respondents who were exposed to a high amount of 
                                                        
77 The p-value in the initial ANOVA test did not reach levels of significance. However, the 
Tukey’s HSD post-hoc test illustrated that the mean score for the high amount of information 
condition was significantly different than the mean scores for the other conditions.  
78 These results only apply to the objective knowledge measures directly related to the newsfeed 
content. Using an ANOVA test the relationship between the mean objective scores for the non-




healthcare content had higher levels of objective knowledge when asked the same questions ten 
days later.  
 
Figure 6.8: Objective healthcare knowledge based on experiment conditions (round two) 
 
 The infrastructure objective knowledge results remained somewhat similar to the initial 
objective knowledge results. An ANOVA test illustrates that the differences in mean objective 
infrastructure scores are significant, F(4, 851)=3.812, p =0.004). A Tukey’s HSD post-hoc test 
shows these differences are significant for the conditions that included a high amount of 
infrastructure content in the newsfeeds. Whereas in the first round, respondents who received 
any amount of infrastructure information demonstrated higher mean levels of objective 
knowledge, respondents assigned to receive a high amount of infrastructure content in the 
Facebook newsfeeds had higher levels of objective knowledge about infrastructure in the second 
round. The p-value for the high amount of information condition is 0.05. The p-value for the low 
amount of healthcare information/high amount of infrastructure information condition is 0.01. 
Thus, the results did not hold over time for respondents who received a lower amount of 




takeaway from this result is that initially people can learn information right after seeing it on 
Facebook but perhaps recalling the information in the future is dependent on the how much 
information you received in the first place (Anspach et al. 2017), the amount of time that has 
passed (Mitchell 2012), and the sequencing of the information (Chong and Druckman 2010).  
 
Figure 6.9: Objective infrastructure knowledge based on experiment conditions (round two) 
 
 
 Overall the follow-up analysis does not completely replicate the results from the first 
round. Yet, these results illustrate many of the findings regarding objective and subjective 
political knowledge remain stable over time, even in a situation where respondents were exposed 
to the information just once and asked follow-up questions over a week later.  
 
Treatment Duration  
 The experimental conditions vary in terms of how much political content was included in 
each newsfeed. Randomly assigning subjects to receive a particular amount of political content 
affects how much political information to which they are exposed. However, exposure is also 




task. In the Mechanical Turk experiment presented in Chapter 4, objective political knowledge 
was only related to the treatments for participants who spent some amount of time engaging with 
the newsfeed. The relationship between time spent with the newsfeed and political knowledge is 
also assessed for this experiment.79 The average time spent on the newsfeed was about two and a 
half minutes. In the following analysis, a variable for how long respondents stayed on the 
newsfeed (duration) is interacted with the treatment conditions to test if exposure to the political 
information is also related to objective and subjective political knowledge (rather than only 
examining the treatment conditions that vary by amount of political content in the newsfeeds).  
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79 There was no minimum time set for respondents to engage with the information on the 
newsfeed. The shortest duration was 0.8 seconds. This statistic likely indicates a person who 
scrolled to the bottom of the newsfeed and immediately clicked next. The longest duration was 
124 minutes. This likely indicates someone who left the tab open for some period of time after 
starting the study. The duration measure does not capture what the person was actually looking at 
on the newsfeed (for example, spending more time looking at background information compared 




     











     
N 1038 1038 1038 1038 
R2 0.025 0.089 0.050 0.035 
Standard errors in parentheses 
p<0.05**p<0.01***p<0.001 
 
 Including duration in the OLS regression models alters the relationships between the 
treatment conditions and political knowledge relative to the ANOVA figures presented in the 
previous section. The ANOVA results for the first round of the study demonstrated no significant 
differences between the treatment conditions and objective healthcare knowledge. In the second 
round, respondents in the high amount of information condition had higher levels of objective 
healthcare knowledge. These results replicate the second round findings regarding objective 
healthcare knowledge. The more time respondents spent on the newsfeed in the high amount of 
information condition was significantly and positively related to objective healthcare knowledge. 
Whereas all four treatment conditions were significantly different in the initial ANOVA results 
from the control in terms of objective infrastructure knowledge, three of the conditions are 
associated with higher levels of objective infrastructure knowledge when interacted with 
treatment duration. 
 For subjective healthcare knowledge, the interaction of treatment conditions and duration 
generally replicate the initial ANOVA results. Each treatment condition other than the low 
amount of healthcare information/high amount of infrastructure condition is significantly and 
positively related to higher levels of subjective political knowledge. The results differ somewhat 




treatment conditions significantly differed in subjective infrastructure knowledge compared to 
the control. In the second round ANOVA results, respondents in the high amount of information 
condition had higher levels of subjective infrastructure knowledge compared to the control. 
When duration is interacted with the treatment conditions, respondents in the high amount of 
information condition and high amount of healthcare/low amount of infrastructure information 
condition have higher levels of subjective infrastructure knowledge compared to their 
counterparts in the other experimental conditions.   
 Including the duration of exposure to information generally replicates the results reported 
in the previous section. In general, duration and receiving some amount of political information 
was associated with subjective knowledge for healthcare and objective knowledge for 
infrastructure. However, in all cases, the interaction between duration and the high amount of 
political information condition is significantly and positively associated with all knowledge 
types. Yet, the size of these effects may not be identical for both knowledge types. In addition, 
while many of the coefficients are significant, the models are not explaining much variance 
given the small R2 coefficients.  
 Overall these results highlight how incidental exposure to information varies not only in 
terms of political content and amount of information shared (as was captured by the treatment 
conditions) but also by how long people engage with their Facebook newsfeeds. Spending more 
time with information leads to different political knowledge outcomes compared to spending 
very little time receiving and responding to the political content in one’s Facebook newsfeed. 
When exposure time is not controlled for, the amount of information on the newsfeeds is related 
to subjective knowledge for healthcare policy and objective knowledge for infrastructure policy. 




newsfeed are associated with both types of objective and subjective political knowledge. 
Including duration in the model seems to make the treatment effects on objective and subjective 
political knowledge more similar (i.e. more exposure to information leads to higher levels of 
both types of knowledge).   
 
Political Knowledge and Political Participation 
One of the reasons political knowledge continues to be an important construct in political 
science research is because political knowledge directly relates to and predicts political behaviors 
like political participation (Galston 2001). The experiment reported in this chapter demonstrates 
that individuals have different mean levels of knowledge depending on both the type and how 
much information they are exposed to in their Facebook newsfeeds. Yet, the experiment cannot 
explain what people do with knowledge once they have it and how it may relate to their 
engagement in political life. Thus, after respondents were exposed to the newsfeeds they were 
asked about their willingness to engage in certain political behaviors.  
Subjects were first asked if they would be willing to do a series of actions related to 
healthcare and infrastructure policy (sign a petition, participate in a demonstration, donate to a 
cause related to the issue, and discuss the issue with friends/family) by rating their likelihood of 
participating. The available response options were extremely likely, somewhat likely, neither 
likely nor unlikely, somewhat unlikely, and extremely unlikely. These are fairly low-cost 
measures because they are simply measuring individuals’ willingness to participate, not whether 
they actually will. To combat this, a higher opportunity cost measure was included where 




Instead of asking how likely they were to write a letter, they responded with a simple yes or no. 
If respondents answered yes, they were given a form to actually write the letter.80 
The first set of descriptive statistics examine respondents’ ratings of their likelihood to 
participate in political behaviors related to healthcare policy. Participants are much more 
unlikely to participate in a demonstration or donate to a cause. However, they are much more 
likely to discuss the issue with their family or friends. Respondents are fairly mixed in terms of 
their likelihood to sign a petition related to healthcare. 
Respondents were somewhat more likely to say they would engage in participation 
behaviors related to healthcare compared to infrastructure as the table below indicates. This was 
especially likely when asked if they would write a letter to a member of Congress.  
 










                                                        






























Figure 6.12: Likelihood of donating to a cause related to healthcare and infrastructure 
 
 











































































Experimental Conditions and Behavioral Outcomes  
After assessing the descriptive statistics related to the likelihood of political participation 
I tested whether there were differences in willingness to participate based on the randomly 
assigned experimental conditions. I expected that receiving more information related to an issue 
may make respondents more willing to participate in behaviors related to that issue. Table 6.5 
shows the relationships between the five behavioral measures related to infrastructure policy and 
the treatment conditions using OLS regression models. The main finding is that respondents who 
received a high amount of information about infrastructure, but low amount of healthcare content 
reported more willingness to sign a petition, discuss the issue, and write a letter to Congress 
about infrastructure. However, these same results were not found for those in the high 


























Table 6.5: Regression results for experimental conditions and likelihood to participate 
(infrastructure policy) 
 
 Sign a 
petition 









































      





















      
N 1,043 1,043 1,043 1,043 1,043 
R2 0.009 0.003 0.005 0.007 0.007 
Standard errors in parentheses 
p<0.05**p<0.01***p<0.001 
 
 Table 6.6 shows the regression model results for the associations between treatment 
conditions and behavioral outcomes related to healthcare policy. While I expected that receiving 
information about the issue would make respondents more willing to participate, in almost all 
cases receiving information about healthcare from the newsfeeds is negatively associated with 
the participation measures. Respondents who received a high amount of healthcare information 
and a low amount of infrastructure content in their newsfeed reported being less willing to 
demonstrate or write a letter to Congress. For both analyses, most of the results are insignificant 
and the variance explained by the models is low. On the whole, the amount of political content in 
the newsfeeds was not significantly associated with respondents’ willingness to participate in 




Table 6.6: Regression results for experimental conditions and likelihood to participate 
(healthcare policy) 
 
 Sign a 
petition 









































      





















      
N 1,043 1,043 1,043 1,043 1,043 
R2 0.003 0.005 0.005 0.001 0.008 




Observational Results for Political Knowledge and Political Participation 
While there were not many differences in these behavioral outcomes based on the 
treatment groups, there were differences based on levels of objective and subjective knowledge. 
In the following section, I assess the relationship between objective and subjective political 
knowledge and political participation. Because the measures are not grouped by treatment 
condition, the following analysis is observational rather than based on experimental treatment 
effects. A series of OLS regressions were implemented to examine the relationship between 
objective and subjective knowledge and willingness to engage in these political behaviors.  
 The first set of results are for objective and subjective healthcare knowledge. Each 




results demonstrate that subjective healthcare knowledge is positively and significant associated 
with willingness to engage in each type of participation behavior. However, objective healthcare 
knowledge is only positively and significantly related to willingness to discuss healthcare policy 
with friends/family. Objective healthcare knowledge is negatively and significantly associated 
with willingness to demonstrate or donate to a cause. Objective healthcare knowledge is not 
significantly related to signing a petition or writing a letter to Congress.  
 
































      
      
Constant 2.498*** 2.335*** 2.654*** 2.681*** 0.154* 
 (0.172) (0.152) (0.163) (0.155) (0.062) 
      
N 1,045 1,045 1,045 1,045 1,045 
R2 0.019 0.031 0.017 0.062 0.051 
Standard errors in parentheses  
* p < .05 ** p < .01 *** p < .001    
 
 The same analysis is conducted with objective and subjective infrastructure knowledge 
and infrastructure-related participation behaviors. Similar to subjective healthcare knowledge, 
subjective infrastructure knowledge is positively and significantly related to respondents’ 
willingness to engage in each of the participation behaviors. However, also like objective 
healthcare knowledge, objective infrastructure knowledge is only positively and significantly 




infrastructure knowledge is negatively and significantly related to willingness to participate in a 
demonstration or donate to cause. Lastly, objective infrastructure knowledge is positively though 
not significantly related to signing a petition or writing a letter to Congress.  
 
































      
      
Constant 2.227*** 2.137*** 2.233*** 2.209*** -0.028 
 (0.123) (0.100) (0.109) (0.123) (0.036) 
      
N 1,045 1,045 1,045 1,045 1,045 
R2 0.022 0.055 0.021 0.069 0.036 
Standard errors in parentheses  
* p < .05 ** p < .01 *** p < .001    
 
 Overall the results from this analysis emphasize the differences between objective and 
subjective knowledge in potentially predicting subsequent political behaviors. These results 
demonstrate that higher levels of subjective knowledge are strongly associated with willingness 
to engage in political participation behaviors. However, the results are more complicated for 
objective political knowledge. For both infrastructure and healthcare, higher levels of objective 
knowledge are positively associated with willingness to discuss an issue are negatively 
associated with demonstrating or donating to a cause.  
The political participation results start to demonstrate how knowledge gained through 




the ones tested in this study. However, the type of influence (whether positive or negative) and 
strength of the association is dependent on the type of knowledge being tested. Objective and 
subjective knowledge likely both contribute to individuals’ decisions to participate in politics or 
not. But they likely do not predict these behaviors in the same ways. By examining both types of 
knowledge and including both in studies of political behavior we can better understand what’s 
driving people to participate in politics after encountering political information and news through 
different sources.  
Experiment Limitations 
 There are multiple limitations to this kind of experiment. First, the Facebook users 
“sharing” the content in the newsfeeds are fake users who do not represent real people that the 
study respondents are actually connected to in their own Facebook networks. When people are 
receiving information on Facebook they are often receiving it from people that they have some 
connection to in real life (and in fewer cases, from news organizations or other websites). Part of 
what makes social media “social” is the connection to people you know and individuals each 
having a unique network of people in their newsfeeds. By using mock Facebook newsfeeds this 
social part of Facebook is not captured. Perhaps the gaps between objective and subjective 
political knowledge would be larger if there were differences in who was sharing the content.  
 Second, the political content being shared by users is factual information without 
opinions or commentary attached to the statements. While this is the simplest and perhaps 
cleanest test for understanding how factual information influences objective and subjective 
political knowledge, it lacks a high level of external validity since there are many ways that 
people share political content on Facebook, whether it is factual, opinions, misinformation, etc.  
 Third, the only type of political content shared in the newsfeeds is public policy 




types of political information shared on Facebook and often it is not policy-oriented. These two 
issues represent a salient and non-salient issue but do not encompasses all of the types of 
political information shared on Facebook.  
Overall this experiment starts to answer the larger questions about how the amount of 
factual content shared on Facebook can influence objective and subjective knowledge, but it only 
captures certain components of the Facebook social media experience. 
Summary 
 A wide variety of political information can be found on individuals’ Facebook 
newsfeeds. The capacity to gain political knowledge by incidental exposure to this information 
may be somewhat dependent on the type of political issues being shared. The experiment 
presented in this chapter starts to examine these expectations by providing respondents with 
information related to two political issues. These issues differ in terms of their salience and also 
how polarized elites and the public are on these issues. The initial results demonstrate that 
objective knowledge gains are more likely for an issue that people do not know a lot about (low 
salience) and perhaps, do not have strong feelings of like or dislike for the issue (non-polarized). 
However, for an issue that people have heard quite a bit about (high salience) and where political 
parties are intensely divided (high polarization) people may think they know a lot about the issue 
after seeing information even if they do not gain objective political knowledge. Ultimately 
objective and subjective political knowledge do not directly correspond with each other and 
exposure to political information via Facebook may have more influence on one or the other 
depending on the amount of information shared and the content.  
 Political knowledge acquired from media sources like social media influences subsequent 
political behaviors like political participation (Dimitrova et al. 2011; Gil de Zúñiga et al. 2014). 




Facebook newsfeeds relate to subsequent civic behaviors like signing a petition, donating to a 
cause, etc. I initially expected that respondents who received more information about the issues 
in the newsfeed would be more likely to express a willingness to participate. In general, this was 
the case for infrastructure policy participation behaviors, but the likelihood of participating in 
healthcare policy participation behaviors were generally negatively associated with receiving a 
higher amount of political content in the Facebook newsfeeds. Additionally, most of the results 
examining the treatment effects of information content on participation were not significant. The 
amount of political content shared in the newsfeeds does not seem to have a substantial effect on 
willingness to participate in subsequent political behaviors. To bolster this analysis, I included 
observational results that assessed the relationship between both types of political knowledge and 
willingness to participate.  
The observational results indicate that, in this case, objective and subjective political 
knowledge do not influence people’s political behaviors in the same ways. Higher levels of 
subjective healthcare and infrastructure knowledge were positively and significantly associated 
with willingness to engage in each participation outcome. However, objective healthcare and 
infrastructure knowledge were only positively and significantly related to discussing the issue, 
were negatively and significantly related to willingness to demonstrate or donate, and not 
significantly associated with willingness to sign a petition or write a letter to Congress. By 
comparing both types of knowledge to individuals’ likelihood to participate, we can gain a more 
nuanced view of people’s decision-making based on both their objective and subjective political 
knowledge. Using social media for news is not only important to understand in terms of potential 









 The ways people in the United States get their news has dramatically changed even in 
just the last several years. One of the major changes is the rise of social media platforms. From 
2013-2016, the number of people who used the Internet as a source for news remained relatively 
steady with about three-quarters of U.S. adults relying on the Internet for news (Reuters Institute 
2016).81 Yet when we examine social media as one type of online source for news there is a 
fairly large increase in this time year period. In 2013 approximately 27% of U.S. adults used 
social media as a source for news. This number almost doubles by 2016 with 46% of U.S. adults 
using Facebook for news (Reuters Institute 2016). For most people, social media remain a 
supplementary part of their media diet. But for 12% of adults, social media serve as their main 
source of news (Reuters Institute 2016).82 Although these platforms did not start as media 
companies with a focus on news sharing, the spread of political information via these platforms 
has become increasingly prevalent. 
Research in political science has not fully recognized the importance of social media as 
an emerging source for news and political information. Social media as a news source shares 
some of the qualities of traditional media sources like television and newspapers but also has 
unique characteristics. One of the unique features of social media, especially for platforms like 
Facebook, is the potential for incidental exposure to political information. Most people are not 
                                                        
81 The Reuters Institute for the Study of Journalism survey was distributed online via YouGov, 
so the results tend to underrepresent individuals who do not rely on the Internet for news 
consumption. Additionally, the sample size is nationally representative and reflects the 
population that has access to the Internet (approximately 87% of the American public).  
82 With Facebook being the most popular social media platform in terms of general use and as a 




using Facebook solely as a source for news. Rather they are using social media to connect with 
people they know, and those people will sometimes share political information and news (Pew 
Research Center 2016). Due to the potential for exposure to political information, whether 
people actually want to see this information or not, social media platforms have the potential to 
influence individuals’ political behaviors like political knowledge. As more people turn to social 
media as a source for news and political information, we must integrate this unique type of 
media exposure into our theories regarding political communication among the public. 
Failing to incorporate social media into the political science literature, despite the 
increasing prevalence of social media use among the public, leads to a gap in our understanding 
of how social media use influences political behavior. One key construct of political behavior 
that is likely influenced by changes in how people get their information, such as the rise of social 
media platforms, is political knowledge. Political knowledge among the public has generally 
been relatively stable even with a wider availability of news options and lower barriers for 
accessing this information (Prior 2007). However, a reliance on one type of knowledge measure 
may tell us only part of the story regarding political knowledge among the public. Thus, the 
central question addressed throughout this project addresses how the rise in social media use 
among the public influences what people know and think they know about politics. The two 
major goals of the dissertation are first, incorporating social media exposure into our theories of 
media exposure and political behavior and second, updating how we assess political knowledge 
among the public in a changing information environment. In this chapter I first summarize each 
of the dissertation chapters and then describe the major contributions and takeaways from the 




empirical, and normative implications. Third, I evaluate the limitations of the project, which 
motivates some of the future directions for this research. 
Chapter Summaries  
 In this section I briefly summarize the purpose and contribution of the theoretical and 
empirical dissertation chapters before evaluating the larger contributions and takeaways of this 
research endeavor.  
 
Chapter 2 
Chapter 2 summarizes the current state of the literature regarding political knowledge 
among the public and the emergence of social media in an increasingly fragmented media 
system. Understanding what the public does and does not know about politics requires figuring 
out the best practices for measuring knowledge while also assessing the normative implications 
of the public’s levels of political knowledge. Additionally, work on political knowledge has 
focused on the psychological components of political knowledge and political behavior and 
whether certain cognitive processes like using heuristics allows people to overcome knowledge 
deficits. The long history of studying political knowledge has generally led to a certain method 
for measuring objective political knowledge while also reconsidering what the public needs to 
know about politics to accomplish the tasks of democratic citizenship.  
 Assessing aspects of political behavior, like political knowledge, requires attending to the 
information environment where information is being spread and received. In this chapter, I 
evaluate the changes to the information environment including the increase in information 
accessibility, the types of information exposure, the rise in new media platforms like social 
media, and the increased ease in matching individuals’ information preferences with the 
available media options. Taken together these shifts in how people receive information about 





Chapter 3 assesses several issues associated with studying political knowledge in today’s 
information environment and evaluates how these issues should be reconsidered in light of a 
changing media system. These issues include the dimensionality of knowledge, the increasingly 
fragmented media system, and the rise of polarization among political elites, media sources, and 
the general public. To more effectively understand political knowledge today we must reevaluate 
some of the assumptions that have been built into the theoretical foundations of political 
knowledge as a key variable of political behavior. Without reconsidering these issues related to 
understanding political knowledge we may be left describing political knowledge in an 
information environment that no longer exists.  
 Generally political behavior scholarship has focused on the factual (i.e. objective) 
political knowledge that people hold. However, when people are relying on knowledge to engage 
in political behavior or make decisions regarding politics (like voting) they are using what they 
think they know about politics (i.e. subjective political knowledge), not necessarily what they 
actually know about politics. An important implicit assumption of political knowledge 
scholarship is that those who are highly knowledgeable will think they know a lot about politics 
and those who are generally less knowledgeable will think they know less about politics. If 
objective political knowledge and subjective political knowledge are congruent then measuring 
subjective knowledge is generally unnecessary. However, if they are incongruent, then subjective 
political knowledge should be studied as a distinct type of knowledge that may lead to different 
outcomes than objective knowledge.  
 If subjective political knowledge serves as a distinct knowledge type then a more holistic 
theoretical approach to understanding knowledge may be more useful than current modes of 




that focuses on both knowledge type (objective and subjective) and knowledge content (civics 
and current events) to more fully capture the possible dimensions of political knowledge.  
 
Chapter 4 
While Chapter 3 summarizes the proposed knowledge typology, in Chapter 4 the major 
components of the typology are operationalized and measured through a series of small studies 
that use both observational and experimental data. Relying solely on existing nationally 
representative survey data allows us to explore the relationship between objective civics 
knowledge and traditional media exposure. However, to assess the relationship between 
objective civics, objective current events knowledge, subjective knowledge, and new media 
exposure like using social media, original data is necessary. Using data from undergraduate 
student subject pools and Amazon’s Mechanical Turk I conducted four studies that focus on how 
to effectively measure and test the other components of the knowledge typology in addition to 
social media exposure.  
 
Chapter 5 
Drawing upon the measures developed in Chapter 4, Chapter 5 explores the relationship 
between certain social media behaviors and political knowledge. While the observational data in 
Chapter 4 only contains a measure of general social media use, the data in Chapter 5 include 
measures of using social media specifically for gathering political information and news (in 
terms of both seeing information and engaging in discussions about these issues). In addition, 
Chapter 4 incorporates measures of subjective political knowledge but only for subjective 
knowledge about one public policy area rather than civics and current events more broadly. 
Chapter 5 relies on measures of both objective civics and objective current events knowledge. 




information and engaging in political discussions on Facebook positively and significantly relate 
to subjective political knowledge but not objective political knowledge.  
These tests illustrate that objective and subjective political knowledge cannot necessarily 
be used interchangeably since they are influenced differently by these types of media exposure. 
Because these knowledge types are not synonymous with one another, Chapter 5 also assesses 
the underlying correlates of subjective knowledge in order to understand how related concepts 
correlate with subjective political knowledge. These correlates are then compared objective 
political knowledge. These tests highlight that the underlying correlates for these knowledge 
types are not always the same (for example, need for cognition relates to subjective knowledge 
but not objective knowledge).  
 
Chapter 6 
 The previous chapter used observational data to assess the relationship between the 
frequency of using social media for political information and the two types of political 
knowledge. These data do not allow us to know whether the frequency of seeing political 
information on Facebook actually causes higher levels of subjective political knowledge. Thus, 
in Chapter 6, I incorporate an experiment that tests for any causal relationship between these 
variables. In the experiment, respondents from Amazon’s Mechanical Turk were randomly 
assigned to social media feeds that either contain a low amount of political information, a high 
amount of political information, or no political information. Political information in the 
newsfeeds addressed a non-polarized and less salient political issue (infrastructure) as well as a 
polarized, highly salient issue (healthcare). In general, as a result of the experiment, respondents 
acquired higher levels of objective knowledge but not subjective knowledge for infrastructure. 




more to subjective knowledge than objective political knowledge. Again, this analysis highlights 
the differing outcomes of social media exposure on these two knowledge types. In addition, a 
follow-up study conducted ten days after the original experiment generally replicated the initial 
results, showing that these effects do not necessarily disappear right after the experiment 
concludes. Overall the experiment in Chapter 6 demonstrates that both types of political 
knowledge can be gained from social media exposure depending on the type of issue and how 
much information people are exposed to in their newsfeeds. Additionally, the type of knowledge 
gained (whether objective or subjective) will be influenced by the type of political issue being 
discussed on social media.  
 Understanding political knowledge among the public remains important because how 
much people about politics can influence how they interact with the political system. The final 
section of Chapter 6 assesses how objective and subjective political knowledge relate to political 
participation behaviors like donating to a cause, participating in a protest, and writing a letter to a 
member of Congress. This exploratory analysis shows that objective and subjective knowledge 
do not relate in the same ways (in terms of positively or negatively and strength of the 
association) to the different acts of political participation. This analysis provides some evidence 
that these knowledge types will have different effects on how people choose to engage or not 
with the political system through behaviors like political participation.  
 
Contributions 
 This dissertation points to a central conclusion: traditional methods for measuring 
political knowledge are no longer empirically sustainable. This project offers a more valid way 
to continue important progress on understanding the role of political knowledge, particularly in a 




assumptions regarding the current modes of knowledge measurement, this project presents a 
more holistic approach to understanding political knowledge. One of the primary contributions to 
this approach is the incorporation of subjective political knowledge as a distinct knowledge type. 
Past research on political knowledge implicitly assumes that objective and subjective political 
knowledge will correspond with one another. Yet, this project demonstrates that the underlying 
correlates and predictive properties of subjective political knowledge differ in significant ways 
from objective political knowledge. The distinction between these two knowledge types is 
especially important in a media system where the separation between political information and 
everything continues to decline. An increasingly fragmented and polarized information 
environment may increase the gaps between objective and subjective political knowledge. If we 
do not take a broader approach to understanding knowledge, by expanding the types of 
knowledge we consider in our theories and empirical approaches, we are left describing a 




 The theoretical implications for this project concern social media exposure and political 
knowledge. Current theoretical approaches for analyzing media exposure and political 
knowledge rely on measures of traditional media exposure and objective civics knowledge. 
While the Internet has been recognized to be an important source for political information we do 
not adequately distinguish between the different types of sources people can use on the Internet 
to find and be exposed to political information. One of these sources that is not often considered 
to be a new source is social media. Yet, the rise of social media platforms increases the capacity 
for incidental exposure to political information. Political science scholarship has not fully 




on Internet use as a way to measure this new way of gathering political project. Because of the 
lack of incorporation of social media into theories of media exposure, this project draws largely 
upon the communication literature to evaluate how the current media system influence exposure 
to political information. This project highlights why social media should be studied as a media 
type that is part of the Internet but also serves as a distinct source for political information. If 
social media continues to be understudied in political science then we are missing a major way 
people get political information, especially when they are not directly seeking out this 
information.  
 Changes to the media system affect important political behaviors like political 
knowledge. In addition to evaluating how assumptions built into the theories of political 
knowledge should be reconsidered in light of a changing media system, I also provide scholars 
with a more holistic approach for theorizing about political knowledge. This typology expands 
our understanding of knowledge to include both what the government is (civics knowledge) and 
what the government does (current events knowledge). Even more importantly, this typology 
distinguishes between what people know about politics (objective knowledge) and what they 
think they know about politics (subjective knowledge). This typology allows us to understand 
not just the people who are well-informed or ill-informed but also the wallflowers (high 
objective knowledge, low subjective knowledge) and the blowhards (low objective knowledge, 
high subjective knowledge). This typology may be especially important in an increasingly 
fragmented and polarized information environment.  
 Overall the theoretical arguments presented throughout the project and the subsequent 
implications for these arguments center on updating how we assess information distribution (the 




knowledge). The theoretical implications that can be drawn from this project are not meant to say 
what was done in the past was wrong but rather that it is problematic to apply the same 
theoretical assumptions to a rapidly changing information environment.  
  
Empirical Implications  
 There are several empirical implications regarding political knowledge and media 
exposure from the empirical studies used in this project. In terms of political knowledge, this 
project first highlights the importance of subjective political knowledge as a distinct knowledge 
type. The observational data used in Chapter 5 and experimental data in Chapter 6 illustrate that 
subjective knowledge may be more likely to be gained from frequently using social media, 
especially if the information shared via social media relates to more salient political issues. 
Additionally, the underlying correlates and predicted behaviors of objective and subjective 
knowledge are not identical. For instance, many of the individual-level demographic 
characteristics that predict objective knowledge (gender, age, education) also influence 
subjective political knowledge. However, psychological traits like need for cognition and 
attitudinal traits like efficacy are correlated with subjective knowledge at much higher rates than 
objective political knowledge. These empirical results underscore the implications and added 
value of incorporating subjective knowledge as a distinct knowledge type. In fact, in some 
instances, subjective political knowledge may provide a more valid measure of knowledge than 
objective knowledge.    
 Second, this project highlights the importance of distinguishing between civics and 
current events knowledge. This practice helps to more fully capture what the public knows about 
what the government is and what the government does. Certain types of media use may be more 




measuring both types we do not fully understand the relationship between media exposure and 
multiple types of political knowledge.   
 Third, in terms of media exposure, the observational results highlight the utility of social 
media measures for evaluating the relationship between political knowledge and media exposure. 
Without these measures, we are left using the “Internet” as a measure for all types of media 
exposure that can occur online. In addition, the experiment design demonstrates how to 
manipulate and randomly assign social media exposure in the context of an experiment. 
Incorporating these different types of study designs demonstrates the multiple implications of 
social media use on political behavior.   
 
Normative Implications 
 There have been mixed responses regarding the relationship between lowered barriers for 
accessing political information through sources like the Internet and social media and the tasks of 
democratic citizenship (Coleman and Blumler 2009; Prior 2007).  Social media may make 
political information more accessible to a wider range of people from different demographic 
backgrounds. This could help people better understand politics and subsequently engage with the 
political system through behaviors like political participation. Alternatively, a growing reliance 
on social media could make the public more factually uninformed about politics and frustrated 
by politics, leading to decreased political engagement.  
 This project provides some evidence that objective knowledge can be gained from social 
media use but in many cases what is more likely to be acquired is subjective political knowledge. 
Thus, using social media for political information, especially when incidentally exposed to 
information, may make people think they know more about politics than they actually do. If 




type, we will not fully understand how media exposure in today’s information environment 
influences what people think they know and what they actually know and how these two 
knowledge types do not necessarily correspond. If we continue to implicitly assume that people 
high in objective knowledge think they know a lot about politics (the well-informed) and people 
low in knowledge think they know very little about politics (the ill-informed) we are missing two 
potential groups of people (the wallflowers and blowhards). If these people receive political 
information and engage in politics differently than the well-informed and ill-informed, then we 
are not fully accounting for the variation in people’s political knowledge, how people gain 
political knowledge, and how people use political knowledge. Social media exposure may lead to 
a growing gap between objective and subjective political knowledge, which we cannot evaluate 
without incorporating subjective political knowledge into studies of political behavior.  
 
Limitations  
 In this section I provide an overview of the major limitations of the dissertation project 
before describing the future directions that may help overcome several of these limitations.  
 
The Social Component of Social Media 
 Part of what makes social media unique is the social component of it, that is, information 
being shared by the people we know whether they are family members, friends or coworkers. For 
example, the majority (66%) of Facebook users say that their Facebook friends are people they 
know personally (Pew Research Center 2016).83 However, incorporating the social component 
into study designs, especially experiments, has proven to be a tricky endeavor. The experiments 
used in the studies reported throughout this dissertation rely on information being shared on 
                                                        
83 Not all social media platforms operate this way. For example, only 15% of Twitter users 




Facebook from a group of random people that are the same across all treatment conditions. Thus, 
the focus is more on the content itself rather than who is sharing content. In addition, the survey 
measures ask respondents how often they see political information or engage in political 
discussions, but these measures just provide the frequency, not who the information is being 
shared by (for example, whether the information comes from news organizations or people you 
know).  
 Getting information from people you know, especially when you are not directly seeking 
out the information, is a very different way of receiving information than watching television 
news, reading the newspaper, or listening to the radio. While this distinction is acknowledged in 
the motivation chapter (Chapter 2), the empirical results do not take this unique mode of 
information dissemination fully into account. Thus, the lack of empirical integration of the social 
component of social media, is a clear limitation in what can be drawn from these studies, 
especially in terms of the external validity of the experiments.  
 
Not Just the Facts 
 Information shared on Facebook is not always shared just as a fact or an opinion that 
contains factual information. Particularly in recent months, empirical evidence now exists 
regarding the spread of misinformation through social media platforms like Facebook and 
Twitter (Guess et al. 2018). Thus, when people encounter political information on these 
websites, they cannot necessarily assume they are receiving factual political information. 
However, the information in the experiments for this project are all facts about politics (Chapter 
6) or opinions that still contain factual information (Chapter 4).  
 Political knowledge is likely going to be affected and increasingly complicated by the 




speak to the relationship between inaccurate information and political knowledge. A growing 
incongruence between objective and subjective political knowledge could be the consequence of 
these changes in information sharing but that hypothesis cannot be tested using the available data 
from this project.  
Generalizability  
 The bulk of the data for this project come from convenience samples rather than 
randomly sampled and nationally representative data. This may be especially concerning for the 
survey results and less so for the experimental portions of the project. The respondent samples 
for the studies in this project rely on particular subsets of the overall U.S. population. Online 
surveys from Mechanical Turk target people who have Internet access and use the Internet to 
complete their studies for the platform. Student samples are made up of younger and more 
educated individuals, who are much more likely to use social media. Thus, both samples, target 
the groups that may be most likely to actually use social media for political information, which 
may influence the generalizability of the findings. Overall this project is largely exploratory in 
nature so there are several key limitations and almost endless avenues for additional research. In 
general, these limitations point to some of the key areas for future research.  
 
Future Directions  
 Given the largely exploratory nature of this project, there are many future directions for 
future work. In this section I summarize five of the broad areas for future work on political 
knowledge and media exposure.  
 
Nationally Representative Data  
 As discussed in the limitations section, the majority of the data used in this project come 
from Mechanical Turk and undergraduate student samples. Reliance on convenience samples is 




Although nationally representative surveys often include measures of media exposure and 
objective civics knowledge, they do not contain the full set of measures operationalized and 
tested throughout this project. To build upon the work in this project, questions regarding social 
media exposure and multiple types of political knowledge (especially subjective political 
knowledge) could be placed into nationally representative surveys. Incorporating these measures 
into a nationally representative survey would allow for clearer population parameters to be 
obtained that would go beyond what could be done in this project with the available data.   
 
The Role of Misinformation  
 Another one of the central limitations of the project, particularly in the experiment 
designs, is the political information shared in the mock Facebook newsfeeds is all based on 
factual information. Yet, we know that a certain amount of information shared on social media is 
not accurate (Carey 2017). The role of misinformation shared via social media could have major 
implications for political behavior, especially political knowledge.  
Although this project does not focus on incorporating misinformation into the research 
design, future studies could incorporate misinformation into the mock Facebook newsfeeds and 
compare the results to newsfeeds with factual information (or a mix of accurate and inaccurate 
information). When this project began, concerns regarding the spread of misinformation were 
less prevalent. However, many events have led people to reassess the types of information that 
are spread using social media (Guess et al. 2018). Today, almost three-quarters (73%) of 
Americans indicate that the spread of misinformation online is a major problem with news 
coverage and staying informed (Knight Foundation 2018).84 Thus, expanding this research 
                                                        
84 Concerns regarding the spread of misinformation may also motivate people’s mixed responses 




beyond just factual information to include misinformation is a clear extension for the project that 
has implications for both understanding media exposure and political knowledge.   
 
Trust in News 
 Recent studies by the Knight Foundation and Pew Research Center highlight the public’s 
growing distrust with news shared on social media. For example, approximately 20% of U.S. 
adults say they trust the information they get from national news organizations a lot while only 
6% indicate that they don’t at all trust national news organizations (Pew Research Center 2017). 
Yet, only 5% of U.S. adults say they trust the information they get from social networking sites, 
such as Facebook and Twitter a lot, while 25% indicate they do not trust the information from 
social networking sites at all (Pew Research Center 2017). Similar work from the Knight 
Foundation finds that Americans trust national network news and national and local newspapers 
at much higher rates than online news sources (Knight Foundation 2018).   
 People are increasingly relying on social media for news but at the same time are 
becoming less trusting of the information they receive from these platforms. In the studies for 
this project, respondents were not asked about their trust in information from social media. 
However, there may be a link between trust in information (and the information source) and 
political knowledge. Future work could examine how trust in information received from social 
media influences both objective and subjective political knowledge.  
 
Beyond Facebook: Other social media platforms  
 While the broad theoretical motivations for the project focus on social media, the primary 
theory and empirical studies rely on Facebook as the social media platform of interest. While 
                                                        
been largely positive for the news environment (57%) but also believe that the impact of social 




Facebook remains the most widely used social media platforms, other platforms are also used by 
people to get political, especially platforms like Twitter (Pew Research Center 2016). The 
influence of other platforms like Twitter on political knowledge may not be the same as the 
relationship between exposure to political information from Facebook and political knowledge. 
In addition, social media platforms may continue to be around for a long time but eventually 
evolve into different platforms then what people currently use today. Thus, in future iterations, 
the theoretical framework introduced in this dissertation should be tested using a wider range of 
social media platforms rather than just testing these assumptions with Facebook.    
 
Demographics and Political Knowledge 
 The study assessing the underlying correlates of objective and subjective political 
knowledge (Chapter 5), starts to illustrate what individual-level characteristics relate more or less 
strongly to objective and subjective political knowledge. The preliminary studies (Chapter 4) 
also include several demographic measures in the statistical models. However, this project does 
not focus on who the people are who may be more likely to be high in one knowledge type and 
low in the other (i.e. the wallflowers and the blowhards) or if there are even demographic 
patterns to these “off-diagonals”. We generally know a lot about the “usual suspects” regarding 
objective knowledge but less about the usual suspects for different knowledge types. Work on 
demographic variation in knowledge types could be a possible direction for future research that 




 Although many questions remain regarding the relationship between political knowledge 
and media exposure, this project provides a theoretical framework and empirical evidence that 




political knowledge, such as a reliance on objective civics knowledge, is not necessarily tenable 
in the current information environment. As information becomes more accessible to a greater 
number of people, there may be new ways for people to learn about politics, such as through 
social media. Yet, the increase in sources like social media that blur the lines between political 
information and everything else, may have a far greater impact on what people think they know 
about politics (subjective political knowledge), compared to what they actually know (objective 
political knowledge). Expanding our approach for theorizing about and measuring political 
knowledge while also incorporating a wider range of media sources will help us further explain 
the important relationship between how people obtain political information and the types of 

















APPENDIX A: SUPPLEMENTARY INFORMATION FOR CHAPTER 4  
 
 The following appendix describes the key measures and additional tests used for the 
Chapter 4 empirical analyses.  
Study 1: Objective Civics Knowledge Measures  
 
American National Election Studies (ANES) Knowledge Questions  
 
Do you happen to know how many times an individual can be elected president of the United 
States under current laws? (Fill in the blank)  
 
Is the federal budget deficit, the amount by which the government spending exceeds the amount 
of money it collects, now bigger, about the same, or smaller than it was during most of the 
1990s?  
• Bigger 
• About the same 
• Smaller 
 
For how many years is a United States Senator elected, that is, how many years are there in one 
full term of office for a U.S. Senator? (Fill in the blank) 
 
What is Medicare? 
• A program run by the U.S. federal government to pay for old people’s health care 
• A program run by state governments to provide healthcare care to poor people 
• A private health insurance plan sold to individuals in all 50 states 
• A private, non-profit organization that runs free health clinics  
 
Of which of the following does the U.S. federal government currently spend the least?  
• Foreign aid 
• Medicare 
• National defense 
• Social security  
 
Operationalization of Objective Civics Knowledge Questions  
The civics-based questions used throughout these studies are similar to those found in 
other political behavior studies.85 The questions relate to key political actors and rules of the 
                                                        
85 Because the civics-based objective knowledge questions were from the standardized battery of 
knowledge questions, I did not test the reliability of these questions. Delli Carpini and Keeter 
(1996) test knowledge questions from the NES in their work and chose the most reliable 
questions for their analysis. These studies follow the same practice. Additionally, Prior (2013) 




government. Approximately two-thirds of the questions are about U.S. politics. The other 
questions are about international politics. The U.S. specific questions were used in the analysis 
but models with the full battery are in the appendix.  
The number and type of response options varied depending on the survey. The questions 
in studies two and three were taken directly from the University of Illinois undergraduate student 
subject pool background survey. The number of response options for the objective political 
knowledge measures varied from two to four. To increase consistency all of the questions to 
have four response options in the Mechanical Turk samples. Additionally, while the initial 
studies from the student subject pool contain “don’t know” as an available response options (for 
the civics-based questions), “don’t know” as an available option for the Mechanical Turk studies 
presented in Chapter 5 and Chapter 6.   
 





In the map shown above, what does the gold shaded area represent? States in 2012 that… 
• Experienced the most severe drought conditions 
• Obama won in the election  
• Had the highest obesity rates 
• Legalized the recreational use of marijuana  
 
                                                        
identification knowledge questions used in both the student subject pool and Amazon’s 






Who is the man pictured above?  
• Chuck Hagel  
• Joe Biden  
• Harry Reid 
• Don’t Know  
 
 
Who is the woman pictured above?  
• Elizabeth Warren  
• Barbara Boxer 
• Kirsten Gillibrand  




Who is the man pictured above?  
• Rush Limbaugh  
• Scott Walker  
• Newt Gingrich  






What job or political office does this man currently hold?  
• Speaker of the House  
• Secretary of State  
• Chief Justice of the Supreme Court  
• Don’t Know  
 
Who has the final responsibility to decide if a law is constitutional or not?  
• The President  
• Congress  
• The Supreme Court  
• Don’t Know  
 
Do you happen to know which party currently has the most members in the U.S. House of 
Representatives in Washington?  
• Democratic Party  
• Republican Party  
• Reform Party  
• Tea Party  
• Don’t Know 
• No  
Do you happen to know which political party currently has the most members in the U.S. Senate 
in Washington?  
• Democratic Party  
• Republican Party  
• Reform Party  
• Tea Party  
• Don’t Know 
 
Do you happen to know what the length of a senator’s term is in the U.S. Senate?  
• 2 years  
• 4 years 
• 6 years 
• Don’t Know  
 
What percentage of votes are needed in Congress to override a presidential veto?  
• Three quarters of the House and Senate  
• Majority of the House and Senate  




• Two thirds of the House and three quarters of the Senate  
• Two thirds of the House and Senate  
• Don’t Know  
 
International politics questions 
Which of the following countries has a veto on the U.N. Security Council?  






The woman pictured above is the head of state of what country?  
• Argentina 
• Chile  
• Denmark  
• Germany  
 
Who is the current Secretary General of the United Nations? 
• Kofi Annan  
• Kurt Waldheim 
• Ban Ki-Moon 
• Boutros Boutros-Ghali 
 






Response Options and Question Wording 
The civics questions were the same for the Mechanical Turk sample as the subject pool 
samples. However, I dropped “don’t know” as a response option and instead gave four response 




knowledge and international knowledge question wording remained the same except the Speaker 




Study 2: Objective Current Events Knowledge Measures 
A Notes on Response Options   
 Similar to objective civics knowledge, the first set of studies included different numbers 
of response options and different types of questions (for example, some fill in the blank and 
some multiple choice). However, to increase consistency the later surveys all contained multiple 
choice knowledge items with four response options.  
 
Objective Current Events Knowledge (fall 2015 student subject pool sample)  
Sports knowledge 
Name the two teams competing in the World Series [Fill in the blank] 
 Mets and Royals 
 
Who do the Chicago Bears play this Sunday?  
• San Diego Chargers  
• Denver Broncos  
• Green Bay Packers  
• San Francisco 49ers  
 
Which NBA basketball player is recovering from a coma?  
• Kobe Bryant  
• Lamar Odom 
• Carmelo Anthony  
• James Harden  
 
Entertainment knowledge  
Who recently took over for David Letterman on The Late Show for CBS?  
• Trevor Noah  
• Conan O’Brien  
• Stephen Colbert 
• James Corden  
 
Which of these celebrity couples did NOT break up in the past few months?  
• Jon Hamm and Jennifer Westfeldt  




• Blake Shelton and Miranda Lambert  
• Will Smith and Jada Pinkett  
 
Who will be hosting Saturday Night Live this weekend?  
• Donald Trump  
• Tracy Morgan  
• Matt Damon  
• Rob Lowe  
 
Current political knowledge  
Which of the following women is currently a candidate for the Republican Party presidential 
nominee position?  
• Michele Bachmann 
• Carly Fiorina  
• Sarah Palin  
• Olympia Snowe  
 
Where are the majority of refugees coming from in the current refugee crisis?  
• Syria 
• Iraq  
• Egypt  




Who is this politician? (Fill in the blank)  
 Kevin McCarthy  
 
Which country was recently hit by a typhoon?  
• Philippines  
• Indonesia  
• Sri Lanka  
• Taiwan 
 









Objective Current Events Knowledge (spring 2016 student subject pool sample)  
Current politics knowledge 
Which state has a primary on April 19?  
• Pennsylvania  
• West Virginia  
• New York  
• Wyoming 
 
Which Republican candidates remain in the presidential race? (Select all that apply)  
• Ted Cruz  
• John Kasich 
• Marco Rubio  
• Donald Trump  
 
Who won the Wisconsin primary for the Democratic Party? 
• Hillary Clinton  
• Bernie Sanders  
 
Entertainment knowledge   
Which female vocalist recently released a major music album?  
• Celine Dion  
• Gwen Stefani  
• Madonna 
• Britney Spears 
 
Which Disney live action film was released last week?  
• The Jungle Book  
• Mulan  
• Peter Pan  
• Sleeping Beauty  
 
Which Netflix original show was released last week?  
• House of Cards  
• Marco Polo  
• Unbreakable Kimmy Schmidt  
• The Mindy Project  
 
Sports knowledge  
Which basketball team won the Division I championship?  





Where are the Summer Olympics being held?  
• Toyko, Japan  
• Rio de Janeiro, Brazil  
• La Paz, Bolivia  
• Manila, Phillipines  
 
Who do the Chicago Cubs play tonight? 
• Arizona Diamondbacks 
• Minnesota Twins 
• St Louis Cardinals  
• Cincinnati Reds  
 
Objective Current Events Knowledge (summer 2016 Mechanical Turk sample)  
Sports knowledge 
Which baseball team currently has the best record in the MLB?  
• Chicago White Sox 
• Baltimore Orioles  
• New York Mets 
• San Francisco Giants  
 
What basketball team did Kevin Durant recently announce his intentions to sign with? 
• Cleveland Cavaliers  
• Los Angeles Lakers 
• Golden State Warriors 
• New York Knicks 
 
Which gymnast recently won the all-around title at the USA Gymnastics National 
Championship? 
• Simone Biles  
• Aly Raisman 
• Kyla Ross 
• Gabby Douglas  
 
Political knowledge 
Where is the Republican National Convention taking place? 
• Cleveland, OH 
• Houston, TX 
• San Diego, CA 
• Atlanta, GA 
 
Where is the Democratic National Convention taking place?  
• Denver, CO 
• Philadelphia, PA 




• Boston, MA 
 
Who is the leading candidate to become the next Prime Minister of the United Kingdom? 
• David Cameron 
• Boris Johnson  
• Theresa May 
• Stephen Crabb 
 
Entertainment knowledge 
Which celebrity couple recently got married in the United Kingdom?  
• Ciara and Russell Wilson  
• Rob Kardashian and Blac Chyna  
• Lady Gaga and Taylor Kinney 
• Maria Menounos and Keven Undergaro  
 
Which character on the latest season Game of Thrones was brought back to life? 
• Rob Stark  
• Jon Snow  
• Catelyn Stark  
• Tywin Lannister  
 
Who is Taylor Swift allegedly dating? 
• Tom Hiddleston  
• Tim Tebow 
• Jesse Williams  
• Jake Gyllenhaal 
 
  
Study 3: Objective Political Knowledge and Media Use 
Study 3 relies on the objective civics knowledge and objective current events questions 
used in Study 2. The additional study variables are listed below.  
 
Political Interest  
We’d like to know how much attention you pay to what’s going on in politics generally. From 
day to day, when there isn’t any big election campaign going on, would you say you follow 
politics very closely, fairly closely, or not much at all? 
• Not much at all  
• Fairly closely 
• Very closely 
 
Frequency of Media Use 
Indicate the number of days (0-7) during a typical week that you… 




• Listen to news on the radio 
• Watch, read, or listen to news on the Internet 
• Read news in a printed newspaper 
• Discuss politics with your family  
 
Frequency of Social Media Use 
How often do you use social networking websites?  
• Almost never 
• A few times a month 
• Once a week 
• Several times a week  
• Once a day 
• Several times a day 
 
Broad Current Events Knowledge   
Study 3 integrates both objective knowledge measures (civics and current events). 
However, as a comparison measures of sports and entertainment knowledge were included in the 
surveys. In addition, international politics knowledge was measured with the objective civics 
knowledge measures. The table below summarizes the mean knowledge scores for all knowledge 
types measured as a comparison to objective civics and current events knowledge.  
Table A.1: Study 3 mean knowledge scores 
Objective Knowledge Type  Mean 
(fall 2015)  
Mean 
(spring 2016) 
Sports knowledge 2.02 1.47 
Entertainment knowledge 2.09 2.19 
Political current events knowledge 2.62 (out of five) 2.21 
Broad current events knowledge   6.74 5.86 
   
Civics knowledge 6.96 7.27 
International politics knowledge 2.50 2.39 
Broad general politics knowledge   9.46 9.65 
 
 
The following table demonstrates the relationship between individual-level characteristics, media 







Table A.2: Regression results for broad current events measures 
 Model 1 
(fall 2015)  
Model 2 
(spring 2016) 
 Objective current events 
(all) knowledge  
Objective current 
events (all) knowledge 





































   
N 138 169 
R2 0.257 0.165 
Adjusted R2 0.215 0.125 
Standard errors in parentheses 




Study 4: Random Assignment of Media Type and Political Knowledge 
Infrastructure Knowledge 
Questions used in pre-test and post-test to test knowledge about infrastructure policy in the 
United States.  
What is the name of the transportation fund in the US that is used to build roads and bridges?  
• Transportation Surplus Fund  
• Accessible Infrastructure Fund  
• Highway Trust Fund  
• Road Service Fund  
 









Which department of the federal government is responsible for bridge oversight?  
• Department of Transportation 
• Department of the Interior 
• Department of Housing and Urban Development 
• Department of Health and Human Services  
 












Most infrastructure funding comes from which type of tax?  
• Bridge tax 
• Gas tax 
• Vehicle tax 
• Maintenance tax  
 
Study 5: Random Assignment of Political Information via Facebook Newsfeeds and 
Subjective Political Knowledge 
 
Subjective Political Knowledge   
Each question about infrastructure was followed by a survey question used to measure certainty 
of responses.  
How certain are you?  
• Very certain 
• Pretty certain  
• Not very certain  
 
Infrastructure Knowledge 
What is the name of the transportation fund in the US that is used to build roads and bridges?  
• Transportation Surplus Fund  




• Highway Trust Fund  
• Road Service Fund  
 






Which department of the federal government is responsible for bridge oversight?  
• Department of Transportation 
• Department of the Interior 
• Department of Housing and Urban Development 
• Department of Health and Human Services  
 












Most infrastructure funding comes from which type of tax?  
• Bridge tax 
• Gas tax 
• Vehicle tax 
• Maintenance tax  
 
What kind of engineering primarily deals with infrastructure? 
• Mechanical engineering  
• Industrial engineering 
• Civil engineering 
• Biological engineering  
 









Mock Facebook Newsfeed Post Examples 
 
Background Information Posts  
 












 Infrastructure Policy Posts 
 
Figure A.3: Public policy Facebook post example 1 
 
 





Summary of Study 5 Experimental Conditions  
 The following section briefly summarizes the six treatment groups and control condition 
for Study 5.   
Treatment 1: Factual information about infrastructure  
 Participants in treatment group 1 received strictly factual information related to 
infrastructure. The factual statements shared by the Facebook users in the newsfeed did not 
indicate any opinions or stances on infrastructure. An example of a statement shared is “Experts 
have deemed 70,000 bridges in the United States to be structurally deficient. That’s over 10% of 
all bridges in the United States.  
Treatment 2: Opinions about infrastructure A 
 Participants in treatment group 2 received the same general information about 
infrastructure as the participants in treatment 1 but the statements contained opinions from the 
Facebook users. In this treatment condition, the opinions were skewed toward the idea that 
individuals in the United States should be worried about the current state of infrastructure. An 
example of an opinion A statement is “Over 70,000 bridges in the United States have been 
deemed structurally deficient, I think that is pretty clear evidence that something needs to change 
and that this is a public policy issue worth being concerned about.”  
 
Treatment 3: Opinions about infrastructure B 
 Participants in treatment group 3 also received information about infrastructure in the 
form of opinions but the statements in this treatment were skewed towards the opinion that 
infrastructure is not a public policy issue that we need to worry about. An example of an opinion 
B statement is “Our primary infrastructure in the United States is not that old, most of it was 
built in the 1950s, we have plenty of other things that need improving in this country so our 





Treatment 4: Mix of opinions  
 Participants in treatment group 4 received a mix of opinions about infrastructure. Half of 
the statements came from the opinion A group (we really should worry about infrastructure) and 
half came from opinion B group (infrastructure is not something we need to worry about).  
 
Treatment 5: Mix of facts and opinions  
 Participants in treatment group 5 received a combination of facts and opinions. Half of 
the information was factual information from treatment 1 and half of the information was 
opinions. Of the opinions, half came from opinions A and half from opinions B.  
 
 
Treatment 6: No commentary about infrastructure, just images  
 Participants in treatment groups 6 did not receive factual information or opinions about 
infrastructure. Instead participants in this treatment group just saw the accompanying photos 
without any information. This treatment mimics the type of sharing on Facebook where users 
share a story without adding their own thoughts or commentary to the item that they are sharing.   
 
 
Control: No Facebook newsfeed  
 Participants in the control group did not receive a mock Facebook newsfeed. Instead 











APPENDIX B: SUPPLEMENTARY INFORMATION FOR CHAPTER 5 
The following appendix describes the key measures for the Chapter 5 empirical analyses.  
Objective Political Knowledge (Mechanical Turk sample) 
 The following items are the questions used to measure objective civics knowledge for the 
Mechanical Turk sample. The objective current events questions are described in the previous 
appendix (Appendix A).  
 
Objective Civics Knowledge Measures (summer 2016 Mechanical Turk sample)  
 
 
In the map shown above, what does the gold shaded area represent?  States in 2016 that… 
• Hosted the Green or Libertarian National Convention   
• Hosted the Republican or Democratic National Convention   
• Had first-term governors who were up for re-election   
















Who is the woman pictured above? 
• Elizabeth Warren  
• Barbara Boxer  
• Kirsten Gillibrand  
• Claire McCaskill  
 
 
Who is the man pictured above? 
• Rush Limbaugh  
• Scott Walker  
• Newt Gingrich  
• Chris Christie  
 
 
What job or political office does this man currently hold? 
• Speaker of the House  
• Secretary of State  
• Chief Justice of the Supreme Court  





Who has the final responsibility to decide if a law is constitutional or not? 
• The President  
• The House of Representatives  
• The Supreme Court  
• The Senate   
 
Do you happen to know which political party currently has the most members in the U.S. House 
of Representatives? 
• Democratic Party  
• Republican Party  
• Reform Party  
• Tea Party  
 
Do you happen to know which political party currently has the most members in the U.S. 
Senate? 
• Democratic Party  
• Republican Party  
• Reform Party  
• Tea Party  
 
Do you happen to know what the length of a senator's term is in the U.S. Senate? 
• 2 years  
• 4 years  
• 6 years  
• 8 years  
 
What percentage of votes are needed in Congress to override a presidential veto? 
• Three quarters of the House and Senate  
• Three quarters of the House and two thirds of the Senate  
• Two thirds of the House and three quarters of the Senate  
• Two thirds of the House and Senate  
 
Objective Current Events Measures (spring 2017 student subject pool sample) 
 
Objective Current Events Measures  
Sports knowledge 
Which one of the following men’s college basketball teams was in the NCAA Championship this 
week?  
• University of Kansas 
• University of Oregon  
• University of South Carolina 
• University of North Carolina  
 
Which women’s college basketball team recently beat Connecticut, ending their 111-game 




• Mississippi State 
• University of Tennessee  
• Gonzaga University  
• University of Notre Dame 
 
Which NFL football team recently announced that they are relocating to Las Vegas?  
• San Francisco 49ers 
• Oakland Raiders 
• Los Angeles Rams 
• San Diego Chargers  
 
Political knowledge 
In a couple of weeks, a special election will be held in _________________ to elect a new 
member to the House of Representatives?  
• Alabama 
• Georgia 
• Mississippi  
• Florida 
 
The leader of __________________ will be meeting with Donald Trump at Mar-a-Lago this 
week?  





Who was recently went through the Senate hearing process to fill the vacancy on the Supreme 
Court?  
• Neil Gorsuch  
• Thomas Hardiman 
• William Pryor 
• Steven Colloton  
 
Entertainment knowledge  
Who played Belle in the recently released live-action version of Disney’s Beauty and the Beast?  
• Hailee Steinfeld  
• Emma Watson  
• Anna Kendrick  
• Emily Blunt  
 
Which film won best picture at the Oscars?  
• Manchester by the Sea  
• La La Land  
• Moonlight  




Which music awards show happened earlier this week?  
• American Country Music Awards 
• Grammy Awards 
• MTV Video Music Awards 
• Billboard Music Awards 
 
Individual-Level Trait Measures (Mechanical Turk and Student Sample) 
  
The following items are the individual-level trait measures included in the Mechanical 
Turk and student sample.  
 
Need for Closure  
For each of the following statements, indicate how strongly you agree or disagree.  
 
I tend to struggle with most decisions 
• Agree strongly  
• Agree somewhat 
• Neither agree nor disagree 
• Disagree somewhat 
• Disagree strongly  
 
I would describe myself as indecisive.  
• Agree strongly  
• Agree somewhat 
• Neither agree nor disagree 
• Disagree somewhat 
• Disagree strongly  
 
I usually make important decisions quickly and decisively.  
• Agree strongly  
• Agree somewhat 
• Neither agree nor disagree 
• Disagree somewhat 
• Disagree strongly  
 
When trying to solve a problem, I often see so many possible options that it’s confusing.  
• Agree strongly  
• Agree somewhat 
• Neither agree nor disagree 
• Disagree somewhat 
• Disagree strongly  
 




• Agree strongly  
• Agree somewhat 
• Neither agree nor disagree 
• Disagree somewhat 
• Disagree strongly  
 
When thinking about a problem, I consider as many different opinions on the issue as possible.  
• Agree strongly  
• Agree somewhat 
• Neither agree nor disagree 
• Disagree somewhat 
• Disagree strongly  
 
When considering most conflict situations, I can rarely see how both sides could be right.  
• Agree strongly  
• Agree somewhat 
• Neither agree nor disagree 
• Disagree somewhat 
• Disagree strongly  
 
I always see many different solutions to problems I face.  
• Agree strongly  
• Agree somewhat 
• Neither agree nor disagree 
• Disagree somewhat 
• Disagree strongly  
 
I do not usually consult many different opinions before forming my own view.  
• Agree strongly  
• Agree somewhat 
• Neither agree nor disagree 
• Disagree somewhat 
• Disagree strongly  
 
Even after I’ve made up my mind about something, I am always eager to consider a different 
option.  
• Agree strongly  
• Agree somewhat 
• Neither agree nor disagree 
• Disagree somewhat 
• Disagree strongly  
 
Need for Cognition  





Having responsibility for handling situations that require a lot of thinking 
• Dislike strongly  
• Dislike somewhat 
• Neither like nor dislike  
• Like somewhat 
• Like strongly  
 
Solving simple problems instead of complex ones 
• Dislike strongly  
• Dislike somewhat 
• Neither like nor dislike  
• Like somewhat 
• Like strongly  
 
Thinking abstractly instead of in concrete terms  
• Dislike strongly  
• Dislike somewhat 
• Neither like nor dislike  
• Like somewhat 
• Like strongly  
 
Thinking as hard as you have to, instead of thinking as hard as you can  
• Dislike strongly  
• Dislike somewhat 
• Neither like nor dislike  
• Like somewhat 
• Like strongly  
 
Doing something that requires little thought, rather than doing something that challenges your 
abilities  
• Dislike strongly  
• Dislike somewhat 
• Neither like nor dislike  
• Like somewhat 
• Like strongly 
 
 
Political Efficacy  
Please indicate the extent to which you agree or disagree with the following statements.  
 
External efficacy  
People like me have no say over what the government does.  
• Strongly disagree 
• Disagree 




• Neither agree nor disagree 
• Slightly agree 
• Agree 
• Strongly agree 
 
Whether I vote or not has no influence on what politicians do.  
• Strongly disagree 
• Disagree 
• Slightly disagree 
• Neither agree nor disagree 
• Slightly agree 
• Agree 
• Strongly agree 
 
Internal efficacy 
Sometimes government and politics seem so complicated that a person like me cannot really 
understand what is going on.  
• Strongly disagree 
• Disagree 
• Slightly disagree 
• Neither agree nor disagree 
• Slightly agree 
• Agree 
• Strongly agree 
 
Political Interest 
We’d like to know how much attention you pay to what’s going on in politics generally. From 
day to day, when there isn’t any big election campaign going on, would you say you follow 
politics very closely, fairly closely, or not much at all?  
• Very closely  
• Fairly closely 
• Not much at all 
 
Importance of Paying Attention to Politics  
How important is it to pay attention to politics? Would you say it is very important, somewhat 
important, or not at all important?  
• Very important 
• Somewhat important 
• Not at all important  
 
Subjective Political Knowledge Measures (Mechanical Turk and Student Sample) 
 
 The following items are the measures of subjective political knowledge for the student 





The following questions ask you to assess how much you know about politics and news in 
general. Remember there are no right or wrong answers.  
 
How much do you know about the presidential candidates?  
• A great deal  
• Some  
• Only a little  
• Nothing at all  
 
How much do you know about public policy?  
• A great deal  
• Some  
• Only a little  
• Nothing at all  
 
How much do you know about the operation of government?  
• A great deal  
• Some  
• Only a little  
• Nothing at all  
 
How much do you know about current events?  
• A great deal  
• Some  
• Only a little  
• Nothing at all  
 
How much do you know about political current events?  
• A great deal  
• Some  
• Only a little  
• Nothing at all  
 
How much do you know about sports?  
• A great deal  
• Some  
• Only a little  
• Nothing at all  
 
How much do you know about celebrity and entertainment news? 
• A great deal  
• Some  
• Only a little  





How much do you know about infrastructure policy in the US? 
• A great deal  
• Some  
• Only a little  
• Nothing at all   
 
 
Social Media Behavior Measures (Mechanical Turk and Student Sample)  
I see political information and news on Facebook.  
• Never 
• Hardly  
• Sometimes 
• Often 
• Very frequently  
 
I engage in political discussions on Facebook.   
• Never 
• Hardly  
• Sometimes 
• Often 



















APPENDIX C: SUPPLEMENTARY INFORMATION FOR CHAPTER 6 
 
 The following appendix describes the key measures, pilot test results, and additional tests 
used for the Chapter 6 empirical analyses.  
 
Objective Political Knowledge Experiment Measures  
The objective knowledge questions used in this study included four questions related 
directly to the Facebook newsfeed content and four questions that were completely unrelated to 
the newsfeed content (used as a comparison). The questions were adapted from nationally 
representative surveys like those from the Kaiser Family Foundation, ANES, and Pew Research 
Center. The questions are below.  
 
Healthcare Newsfeed Knowledge Measures   
What is Medicare?  
• A program run by the U.S. federal government to pay for old people’s health care  
• A program run by state governments to provide health care to poor people  
• A private, non-profit organization that runs free health clinics  
• A private health insurance plan sold to individuals in all 50 states  
 
Which of the following is the best definition of the term “health insurance premium”?  
• The best type of health insurance you can buy  
• The amount health insurance companies charge each month for coverage  
• A bonus you get at the end of the year if you stay covered  
• The penalty you pay for not being enrolled in a health insurance program  
 
Healthcare expenditures make up approximately what percent of the United States federal 
budget?  
• 15%  
• 25%  
• 50%  
• 75% 
 
Health spending in the U.S. is _________ than in major European nations 
• Higher  
• Lower  
• About the same  
 
Healthcare Knowledge Comparison Measures   




• 0  
• 5  
• 10  
• 20 
 
Since the passage of the Affordable Care Act, has the number of uninsured Americans increased, 
decreased, or stayed the same?  
• Increased  
• Decreased  
• Stayed the same  
 
The American Health Care Act (AHCA) passed in the House of Representatives earlier this year.  
The AHCA changes coverage provided to low-income adults by? 
• Mandating that all states adopt Medicaid expansion  
• Ending the enhanced federal funding for the expansion population  
• Eliminating the Medicaid expansion as a state option  
• Changing the definition of “low-income” to expand the potential Medicaid population   
 
What is the best definition of the term “annual health insurance deductible?” 
• The amount that is deducted from your paycheck each year to pay for your policy  
• The amount of health expenses you can subtract from income on your yearly tax return  
• The amount of covered health care expenses you must pay yourself each year before your 
insurance will begin to pay 
• The payment you receive for any unused health insurance during the year    
 
 
Infrastructure Newsfeed Knowledge Questions  
What kind of engineering primarily deals with infrastructure?  
• Mechanical engineering  
• Industrial engineering  
• Civil engineering  
• Biological engineering  
 
Most infrastructure funding comes from which type of tax?  
• Bridge tax 
• Gas tax 
• Vehicle tax 
• Maintenance tax 
 
During which decade was the Interstate Highway System built in the US? 
• 1920s  
• 1930s  
• 1940s  





Approximately how many roads in the United States are in poor or mediocre condition? 
• 10%  
• 20%  
• 30%  
• 40%  
 
Infrastructure Policy Comparison Questions  
What is the name of the transportation fund in the US that is used to build roads and bridges?  
• Transportation Surplus Fund  
• Accessible Infrastructure Fund  
• Highway Trust Fund  
• Road Service Fund 
 
Which of the following is NOT an example of infrastructure?  
• Roads  
• Satellites  
• Airports  
• Rivers  
 
In 2007, a bridge collapse occurred in which major city?  
• Atlanta  
• Minneapolis 
• Houston  
• Denver 
 
Which department of the federal government is responsible for bridge oversight?  
• Department of Transportation   
• Department of the Interior  
• Department of Housing and Urban Development  
• Department of Health and Human Services  
 
 
Each of these questions was immediately followed by the question “How certain are you?” as a 
measure of subjective political knowledge.  
Correlation Between Objective and Subjective Political Knowledge 
 Similar to the results presented in the previous chapter, objective and subjective political 
knowledge (in this case, for infrastructure and healthcare) are correlated with one another but the 




between objective and subjective healthcare knowledge was 0.318. The correlation between 
objective and subjective infrastructure knowledge was 0.373.  
 
Question Difficulty Ratings 
In the studies described in chapters four and five, questions were not tested in advance in 
terms of accuracy and difficulty. However, for this study I wanted to include questions that could 
be easily categorized as easy, medium, or difficult. I pilot tested the questions with a group of 
approximately twenty graduate students from the University of Illinois.86 The results highlight 
both the accuracy and difficulty ratings of the questions. Students were asked after each question 
to rate the question difficulty (the response options included extremely easy, moderately easy, 
slightly easy, neither easy nor difficult, slightly difficult, moderately difficult, and extremely 
difficult).87 There was also an open-ended question at the end of the pilot study where 
participants could provide additional feedback. Each response option to the objective knowledge 
questions is followed by the number of respondents who provided each response. The overall 
accuracy is then reported followed by a table with the difficulty rating results.88 I then collapse 
the ratings into “easy” (the number who reported the question was extremely, moderately, or 
slightly easy), “neither easy nor difficult”, and “hard” (those who reported the question was 
extremely, moderately, or slightly difficult).  
                                                        
86 The pilot study sample included students who are originally from the United States and 
international students. Several international students remarked that the questions were extremely 
difficult since they are not familiar with the specifics of these policy issues in the U.S. However, 
in the actual study all participants are from the United States.  
87 The students answering these questions were not provided the experiment conditions of 
Facebook newsfeeds containing policy information. Therefore, they were answering these 
questions with no additional information related to the study.  
88 As evidenced by the questions summarized at the start of this section, the available response 
options for the healthcare questions were slightly revised following the pilot study. For increased 





Healthcare Questions  
Item 1: What is Medicare?  
• A program run by the U.S. federal government to pay for old people’s health care (15) 
• A program run by state governments to provide health care to poor people (6) 
• A private, non-profit organization that runs free health clinics (0) 
 
Correct responses: 71% 
Incorrect responses: 29% 
 





Neither easy nor difficult: 1 
Difficult: 7  
 
Item 2: How many Republican Senators for the Affordable Care Act (Obamacare) in 2010?  
• 0 (13) 
• 5 (5) 
• 10 (3) 
 
Correct responses: 61% 




















Neither easy nor difficult: 2 
Difficult: 11 
 
Item 3: Health spending in the U.S. is _________ than in major European nations 
• Higher (14) 
• Lower (7) 
• About the same (0)   
 
Correct responses: 67% 
Incorrect responses: 33% 
 
 











Item 4: The American Health Care Act (AHCA) passed in the House of Representatives earlier 
this year. The AHCA changes coverage provided to low-income adults by? 
• Mandating that all states adopt Medicaid expansion (0) 
• Ending the enhanced federal funding for the expansion population (17) 
• Eliminating the Medicaid expansion as a state option (4) 
 
Correct responses: 81% 
Incorrect responses: 19%  
 
 





Neither easy nor difficult: 1 
Difficult: 19 
 
Item 5: Which of the following is the best definition of the term “health insurance premium”?  
• The best type of health insurance you can buy (2) 
• The amount health insurance companies charge each month for coverage (18) 
• A bonus you get at the end of the year if you stay covered (1) 
 
Correct responses: 86% 













Neither easy nor difficult: 2 
Difficult: 5 
 
Item 6: Which of the following is the best definition of the term “annual health insurance 
deductible?” 
• The amount that is deducted from your paycheck each year to pay for your policy (0) 
• The amount of health expenses you can subtract from income on your yearly tax return 
(4) 
• The amount of covered health care expenses you must pay yourself each year before your 
insurance will begin to pay (17) 
 
Correct responses: 81% 





















Neither easy nor difficult: 2 
Difficult: 5 
 
Item 7: Since the passage of the Affordable Care Act, has the number of uninsured Americans 
increased, decreased, or stayed the same?  
• Increased (5) 
• Decreased (15) 
• Stayed the same (1) 
 
Correct responses: 71% 



























Neither easy nor difficult: 3 
Difficult: 2 
 
Item 8: Healthcare expenditures make up approximately what percent of the United States 
federal budget?  
• 10% (8) 
• 25% (12) 
• 50% (1) 
 
Correct responses: 57% 





























Item 9: What is the name of the transportation fund in the US that is used to build roads and 
bridges?  
• Transportation Surplus Fund (2) 
• Accessible Infrastructure Fund (4) 
• Highway Trust Fund (12) 
• Road Service Fund (3) 
 
Correct responses: 57% 




















Neither easy nor difficult: 3 
Difficult: 17 
 
Item 10: Which of the following is NOT an example of infrastructure?  
• Roads (0) 
• Satellites (3) 
• Airports (0) 
• Rivers (18) 
 
Correct responses: 85% 





















Neither easy nor difficult: 1 
Difficult: 2 
 
Item 11: Which department of the federal government is responsible for bridge oversight?  
• Department of Transportation (16) 
• Department of the Interior (3) 
• Department of Housing and Urban Development (2) 
• Department of Health and Human Services (0) 
 
Correct responses: 76% 

























Neither easy nor difficult: 5 
Difficult: 12 
 
Item 12: Approximately how many roads in the United States are in poor or mediocre condition? 
• 10% (0) 
• 20% (6) 
• 30% (8) 
• 40% (7) 
 
Correct responses: 38% 




























Neither easy nor difficult: 5 
Difficult: 14 
 
Item 13: In 2007, a bridge collapse occurred in which major city?  
• Atlanta (3) 
• Minneapolis (13) 
• Houston (2) 
• Denver (3) 
 
Correct responses: 62% 
























Neither easy nor difficult: 2 
Difficult: 14 
 
Item 14: Most infrastructure funding comes from which type of tax?  
• Bridge tax (0) 
• Gas tax (11) 
• Vehicle tax (7) 
• Maintenance tax (3) 
 
Correct responses: 52% 
Incorrect responses: 48%  
 








Neither easy nor difficult: 4 
Difficult: 14 
 
Item 15: What kind of engineering primarily deals with infrastructure?  
• Mechanical engineering (1) 
• Industrial engineering (0) 
• Civil engineering (20) 
• Biological engineering (0)  
 
Correct responses: 95% 
Incorrect responses: 5% 
 





Neither easy nor difficult: 2 
Difficult: 6 
 
Item 16: During which decade was the Interstate Highway System built in the US? 
• 1920s (2) 
• 1930s (5) 
• 1940s (3) 
• 1950s (11) 
 
Correct responses: 52% 










Neither easy nor difficult: 3 
Difficult: 11 
 
When asked in general, were the healthcare questions or infrastructure questions more difficult 
approximately 80% said infrastructure compared to 20% who said healthcare.  
 Using a combination of the accuracy scores and difficulty ratings I categorized the 
questions into easy, medium, and hard categories. For the questions that did not clearly fit into 
one of these categories I merely considered them additional questions. When analyzing the 
treatment conditions and question difficulty the additional questions were not included in the 
analysis.  
 
Healthcare Knowledge Questions Difficulty Ratings Summarized 
 
“Easy” questions  
Since the passage of the Affordable Care Act, has the number of uninsured Americans increased, 
decreased, or stayed the same?  
• Increased  
• Decreased  





Which of the following is the best definition of the term “health insurance premium”?  
• The best type of health insurance you can buy  
• The amount health insurance companies charge each month for coverage  
• A bonus you get at the end of the year if you stay covered  
 
“Medium” questions  
Health spending in the U.S. is _________ than in major European nations 
• Higher  
• Lower  
• About the same  
 
How many Republican Senators for the Affordable Care Act (Obamacare) in 2010?  
• 0  
• 5  
• 10  
 
“Hard” questions  
The American Health Care Act (AHCA) passed in the House of Representatives earlier this year.  
The AHCA changes coverage provided to low-income adults by? 
• Mandating that all states adopt Medicaid expansion  
• Ending the enhanced federal funding for the expansion population  
• Eliminating the Medicaid expansion as a state option  
 
Healthcare expenditures make up approximately what percent of the United States federal 
budget?  
• 10%  
• 25%  




Infrastructure Knowledge Questions Difficulty Ratings Summarized 
 
“Easy” questions 
What kind of engineering primarily deals with infrastructure?  
• Mechanical engineering  
• Industrial engineering  
• Civil engineering  
• Biological engineering  
 
Which of the following is NOT an example of infrastructure?  
• Roads  
• Satellites  
• Airports  






Which department of the federal government is responsible for bridge oversight?  
• Department of Transportation   
• Department of the Interior  
• Department of Housing and Urban Development  
• Department of Health and Human Services  
 
During which decade was the Interstate Highway System built in the US? 
• 1920s  
• 1930s  
• 1940s  
• 1950s  
 
“Hard” questions 
Approximately how many roads in the United States are in poor or mediocre condition? 
• 10%  
• 20%  
• 30%  
• 40%  
 
What is the name of the transportation fund in the US that is used to build roads and bridges?  
• Transportation Surplus Fund  
• Accessible Infrastructure Fund  
• Highway Trust Fund  




Experiment Conditions, Political Knowledge, and Question Difficulty 
 After both rounds of the experiment concluded, I ran a series of OLS regressions to 
evaluate the relationships between the treatment conditions and question difficulty. For the 
objective knowledge questions this refers to the number of correct answers for the questions, 
which have been separated by item difficulty based on the pilot study results. For subjective 
knowledge, this means the certainty ratings separated by the question difficulty.  
 
Round 1 
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The items reported below are for the second round of the study.  
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Mock Facebook Newsfeed Post Examples 
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